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Your Brain Has Flea 


My father leaned over me. He was smiling. “Good morning, honey!” He said in a 
sunny tone. “Unfortunately, you failed That’s alright, though. If you want to know 
the truth, most people fail the first time. We’ll try again!” 

Willie Weller came and stood beside my father. “You’re probably a 
little stunned right now, Victory.” He said, sympathetically. “It’s best if you don’t 
stand up yet. Let us explain.” 

I didn’t let them explain as I got up, rushed out of the room, and 
down the hall, slamming my bedroom door and locking it behind me. They stood at 
my bedroom door, explaining at length. I cried so loud that I couldn’t hear a word 
that either of them said. The police showed up after an hour. The siren wailed as 
Gollum purred on my chest. KIP called them. I asked him to. It was the only thing I 
could think of to get me out of that house. I don’t feel guilty. They deserved it. 

What? 

You’re looking at me like I’m a mutant. 

Oh, yeah, right, you want the whole story. 


Well, I can’t start at the beginning, so I’ll start with Bring Your Cat To Work Day. 
It was Bring Your Cat To Work Day. Well, no, no, it wasn’t. It was late afternoon, 
a year before that. I was drinking lemonade— 


Have you ever sat on a covered porch in a thunderstorm, drinking 
lemonade and rocking by your heels in a wooden chair? 

And you just watch the rain beating the leaves of the spring bushes? 
And suddenly the trees, the bushes, the lawn itself, they appear to lurch. Maybe 
one, maybe two steps. They got closer, didn’t they? They’re not walking now. 
They just, like, inched. 

—No, wait. Not that. It was the middle of the night, and I was 
listening to—ugh. 

It’s hard. 

I don’t talk about this stuff. What happened? How did it feel? I 
remember it, vividly and frequently. I can’t help but remember all of it on a loop. 

No, sorry, you’re right. Just start wherever I start. 

It was the middle of the night, and I was walking down an over-lit 
street. The streetlights in my town take special bulbs, bright enough to kill a moth 
10 feet away. I knelt by the fence in the bright night light. I snipped a hole and 
crawled through. Yeah, I’d snuck out. Honestly, I was just bored. The keys I stole 
from my father were clenched in my fist. I was listening to Tailbone Talks: A 
Mystery Podcast. 

Tailbone, the pseudonymous host, yammered, “They have us in a 
sleeper hold! Here’s a statement I just received. Let read this. “They were following 
me everywhere I went for weeks. I swear there were bugs inside one of them. They 
cornered me in an alley and tried to convince me to join them. Our government is 
clearly under their control. We’re sheep in a stampede, ready to jump off a cliff at 
their command. Who knows how long this—’.” 

I wasn’t really paying much attention. That’s usually how his show 
goes. I disliked the bit where he mistook lemmings for sheep, and I got sidetracked 
remembering that lemmings don’t stampede off cliffs. That’s just a rumor started by 
a “documentary.” I kept returning because Tailbone always had exciting stories of 
alien abductions and mysterious government overreaches into weather, mind, and 
bowel control. I didn’t know whether to believe the things he said on the show. It 
felt like a big secret. Everyone who willingly contacted him always sounded fully 
convinced. To me, Tailbone (like everyone else making a living shouting into a 
microphone) had a “crazed midnight intruder” vibe. 

I snuck out to break into the local restricted laboratory to check out 
a claim I heard on Tailbone’s show the previous night. You don’t need the details. 


Standard evil science-wizards chasing and capturing ghosts in the local park 
situation. I turned off the show and slipped out my earbuds. I stood in a bland pink 
hallway with many doors and no labels. The lighting was dim and cool. Creaking 
and slamming of the outer door followed by clapping footsteps drove me into the 
nearest room. I shut it quietly and climbed a cabinet positioned against the 
doorway’s wall. Blinking devices with green screens filled the room. Through the 
half-frosted window above the door, I could see figures, but not clearly. They just 
looked like wiggly shadows. I could hear them. 

“We need him to tell us everything!” 

“He’ll loosen up after he’s been in that cell for a while. They always 


do.” 
“T’ve got a couple of things that could speed that up.” 
“He told us which book to look at.” 
“That’s not enough. I said everything!” 
“T think we should all read it. Maybe it’ll spark something.” 
“T agree. Maybe that’s where he got his big idea.” 
“Tt has been known to happen.” 
“What’s wrong with this new janitor? There are muddy footprints 
everywhere.” 
“T’ll use the obituaries, code word, oh, I don’t know, 
‘Trespass’?” 
“Understood.” 


“Yes, and bring that book. I’ve just thought of something fun to do. 
I hope this whole thing works...” and They were opening the door. 

Looking for an exit, I went out the window and crawled through a 
thorny bush. I tore my second-favorite blue hoodie on the fence during the run 
home. 


It was “Bring Your Cat To Work Day.” Ok, no, it wasn’t. I made it up while eating 
pancakes that morning. I drank coffee from a purple kitty-cat coffee mug. The 
pancakes with real maple syrup. No ‘Maple-flavored Breakfast Syrup’ in this 
house. My father always said that stuff was just “half-comatose corn syrup and 
synthetic coca-cola coloring.” I agree. Calling that maple syrup is like calling a 
chicken a falcon. 

The microchip in my brain babbled his morning news report, history 
lesson, and weather forecast. The chip’s name is KIP. That stands for “Knowledge 
is Power”. For a quarter-inch hunk of circuitry lodged in my cerebellum, he’s a 
pretty decent dude. Before I finished breakfast, KIP sent a memo to my printer. I 
found my cat, Gollum, in my bedroom. He was lying on my bed, cuddling his own 
bushy tail. I gently placed both the memo and the cat into my backpack. Gollum 
took no notice of his new surroundings. That cat could sleep through anything. 

It was my third day as a cashier at the Pizza Dungeon in the mall. 
“Dad!” I called down the hall. “I’m gonna take the bus to work today!” 

My father poked his head out of the bathroom, holding his 
toothbrush. His mouth was ringed with toothpaste foam as he said, “Ok! Whatever 
floats your blimp!” He ducked back into the bathroom and spat. He swigged 
mouthwash and gargled the words, “I love you, be careful!” “Whatever floats your 
blimp” was a pet phrase of his. He said it in the same context that most people said 
“whatever floats your boat.” His version was a reference to the Hindenburg 
disaster. The Hindenburg was actually a Zeppelin, but that’s basically the same as a 
blimp. The Hindenburg ‘mysteriously’ exploded when something ignited its fuel 
supply, which set fire to the hydrogen gas that was used to inflate the airship. 

When my father said “whatever floats your blimp,” he meant 
“whatever floats your boat,” but also “be careful what you wish for, because it may 
destroy you.” I wish I thought twice about those words that day. It might have 
saved me a lot of trouble. 

I expected Bring Your Cat To Work Day to be a harmless prank, as 
Gollum was the laziest cat I had ever met. He would probably just curl up by the 
back door for my entire shift. It was just a whim. When I got to work, I set Gollum 
on the concrete floor, where he flopped flat in the exact way a hooked fish doesn’t. 
Dave, my manager, hadn’t even finished reading the note or absorbing its obvious 
fakery when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Gollum, moving faster than I 
thought possible. He ran across the buffet line of pizzas, his tail brushing the heat 
lamps. He stopped a few times, haphazardly chewing on various pieces of cheese 
and meats, before rushing off again in pursuit of the next delicacy. 

I wasn’t even a little mad at Gollum. In fact, I told him, “You get 
‘em, boy!” I laughed and laughed. I hated that job, and I knew it was worth 
enduring my father’s lecture after being fired to give Gollum the best day of his 
life. I called my father and asked him to pick me up early. While I sat on the 


sidewalk, waiting for him, Gollum basked in the sun beside me. I’d never been so 
thoroughly convinced that a cat was smiling. I was smiling, too, although it didn’t 
feel great to be fired. My smile disappeared, though, because I saw Thomas Mento 
approaching. 

“Are you skipping school, little miss nerd princess?” he jeered. He 
wore a Toad’s Butt High School football uniform. He even had shoulder pads on 
and was carrying his helmet. It was a cumbersome shopping outfit. The lumpy, 
vaguely amphibian logo on the front made the jersey especially ugly. 

“T graduated, booger-breath.” I met his mocking gaze with a glare of 
pure white-hot apathy. 

“Is that your cat? What’s the matter? Couldn’t find a date to come to 
the mall with you? Let me guess, its name is...Teacher’s Pet?” Thomas kept 
pushing. 

“Is that a cartoon of your face on your blouse, or just a nasty stain?” 
I retorted. “How did you not notice you were going out in public looking like that? 
Did your bathroom mirror break because it was tired of looking at you?” 

He looked down at his jersey. “It’s not a blouse—” he began. 

“Excuse me, can you help me?” An older lady in a sweatshirt and 
big, boxy sunglasses came up behind Thomas. She addressed him. “I don’t mean to 
interrupt. Ooh, I like your blouse! Sorry, I need to water my plants. Can you—” 

“Pshh!” Thomas said. He hurried away like a rabbit being chased by 
a lawnmower. His face was red. “It’s not a blouse...” he muttered under his breath. 

The old lady turned to me, frowning. She seemed genuinely 
concerned as she asked, “Is a hot dog a sandwich?” 

“Uhh...I guess, yeah. If you put it in a bun, that is.” I replied. 

She fixed me with a pleased, searching look. “Can you help me 
water my plants?” she asked. This lady was giving me a weird feeling, as if she was 
speaking a secret language. My phone rang. I was the only one who could hear it. 
KIP played the ringtone inside my skull. If I was alone, I usually just answered the 
phone through KIP. This technique was convenient because I could keep my hands 
free. However, if I wasn’t alone, it gave the appearance that I was having a 
conversation with voices in my head. I didn’t think this lady would judge me for 
that, but I asked KIP to make the phone in my pocket ring loudly. I used the 
screechy notes of a song by Onra that was blaring from my pocket to gracelessly 
excuse myself from the non-conversation. The old lady hurriedly walked away in a 
huff. My father’s voice came through the phone, breathlessly. 

“Victory, you need to find another ride home,” my father’s voice 
said. “I’m sorry, I can’t make it. We’ll talk about your behavior when I see you at 
home, but right now I’ve really got to go. I’m sorry, I love you. Be careful, don’t 
play in traffic. ’m sorry!” He hung up, and I sighed. The only two people in town 
who I considered friends were at work all afternoon. I had plenty of money to order 


an Uber, but I was supposed to be saving. Getting fired made me acutely aware that 
it was going to take a long time to get enough money to get my own apartment. My 
father always said, “As long as you live in my house, you’ll follow my rules!” I 
thought I saw a loophole in that line of reasoning. 

I scooped up Gollum like a fuzzy sack of potatoes and started 
walking. I’d used this route before, but after ten minutes, I found it considerably 
more exhausting than I remembered. Every other time, I had been riding a bike and 
not carrying fourteen pounds of limp feline. We reached Gully Cemetery, where I 
put Gollum down by the fence so I could take a breather. I stared out across the 
gravestones and kudzu, briefly wondering if the cemetery was hiring. At least as a 
gravedigger, dealing with customers would be easier. “Have I given you an 
excellent burial today? Please fill out this quick survey on the lid of your coffin, and 
you'll receive a free personal-sized pizza.” 

“Kudzu, or Japanese Arrowroot, is an invasive species from the pea 
family. In the American Southeast, it has become naturalized and is nearly 
ubiquitous.” KIP blabbered at me. “Kudzu has a very aggressive growth rate. The 
vines kill large tracts of trees and shrubs by covering them. The shade caused by 
the kudzu inhibits the photosynthesis of the victim plant.” I gazed at the towering 
skeletons of trees draped in strings of green. KIP’s macabre words were giving me 
the creeps. I’m used to KIP constantly force-feeding me random factoids, but I still 
don’t always enjoy it. On impulse, I picked up a small rock from the sidewalk and 
threw it hard into the green abyss of kudzu at the foot of the dead tree towers. I got 
up on my feet and scooped up Gollum. Suddenly, a sharp pain met the back of my 
skull accompanied by a hollow thunk sound. I crumpled. 

I rubbed my scalp and muttered as I turned around. The rock I just 
threw rolled back at my feet. At least, I thought it was the same rock. I peered into 
the kudzu thicket. Nothing rustled those leaves, not even the breeze. I scanned the 
graveyard. KIP hacked his way into the security cameras of the funeral home in the 
middle of the cemetery. He played the footage on the backs of my eyelids as I 
hurried away. There was no sign of anyone but me and my cat in the video. That 
was strange and spooky, watching the empty cemetery on repeat, with no idea 
where the rock came from. The streetlight above me clicked on with the rest. If you 
leave the house at night after a shower, you can stand under a streetlight in Toad’s 
Butt and it will dry your hair in less than a minute. 

At the corner of my street, I noticed something bright purple lying 
on the asphalt. I leaned over to investigate. It was a small drawstring bag. I picked 
it up and noticed something heavy inside of it. Since I was still carrying Gollum, I 
only had one free hand, so I didn’t open it yet. I realized that the little bag was 
lying right next to a pair of fresh-looking black tire tracks on the road as if someone 
had peeled out of my neighborhood and headed toward downtown Toad’s Butt. My 
eyes followed the tracks back to my house in the distance. I gasped. A gaggle of 


police cruisers scattered the front yard. 

When I found my sister, Valarie, on the front porch, she was crying, 
and I was breathing heavily from my sprint. In between sobs, I could only make out 
five words, “He’s...gone! Dad! Was!...Kidnapped!” 


Stern, unforgiving faces. That’s what I needed to find. I sat at the dining room 
table, spreading out the day’s local newspaper neatly on the table, between my 
notepad and a fresh cup of coffee. The house was eerily quiet, silence accompanied 
by the hum of the refrigerator. The headline of the Aug 5, 2014, edition of the 
Toad’s Butt Herald shouted at me, “I'wo Injured In Rubble Collapse at TB 
National Lab, Cleanup Continues.” I frowned and bit my lip as I scanned the 
obituaries. I tapped a pencil against the side of my purple kitty-cat coffee mug. On 
the first sweep, I circled three of the pictures on the page, noting the names of these 
three scowling faces across the top of my notepad: Charles Duane Adams, 92; 
Cynthia Campbell Harris, 55; David Gil Frampton, 84. People usually smiled in 
photos. This pattern of angry-looking portraits was a dead giveaway to me. No pun 
intended. 

Inside my head, KIP’s calm voice muttered their ages haltingly, 
rearranged the order, and muttered them again. “55, 92, 84”. I ignored him, taking a 
full minute to examine each of the other pictures in the obituaries section, making 
sure I could reject them. KIP is hard-wired into the wrinkles of my squishy brain: a 
powerful, internet-enabled processor under the control of a state-of-the-art AI. He 
can do lots of things: calculation, memory storage, lightning-fast logic, and 
pinpoint-accuracy GPS location, but KIP is not infallible. KIP provided me with 
the three names printed on the top of my pad after my alarm tone: ‘Lo-Fi hip-hop 
beats to relax to’ on shuffle, and a short briefing on world news. Reading the 
physical paper was a formality, because of course the Herald updated the obituaries 
section of their website at midnight, and I could mentally request to view that on 
the backs of my eyelids whenever I wanted. I found it satisfying to work long-hand, 
and a fresh paper came every day: my father insisted on it. 

After I discounted the faces in the other pictures as too cheery, with 
no hint of a frown at the corners of their mouths, I went to work on the circled 
three. Their ages, set in the right order, formed the key to decoding today’s 
message. A familiar thought danced across my mind: Who else was playing this 
code-breaking game today? A deepcover spy living somewhere in our town? 
Perhaps a bored, halfpsychotic recluse with a conspiracy YouTube channel on the 
other side of the country? Another thought, always quick on the heels of the first: 
Who was sending these messages? Did They think They were clever? I sighed and 
set myself to the job at hand. Applying the key to the text of the first obituary was 
laborious and frustrating. 

“Why did they have to be so old today?” I said aloud, and then felt a 
pang of sympathy, suddenly aware of how callous the comment sounded. Were 
these even real people, I wondered. Were their obituaries being altered to transmit 
the messages without the consent of their loved ones? I spent an hour scribbling 
away at the page, marking out phrase after nonsense phrase, and then all at once, 
jolted upright out of my slouch. I asked KIP what he had come up with for today’s 


message. He told me. It matched the message written on my notepad. Six words: 
“MEETING TONIGHT AT SEVEN, TACO BUTT”. I smiled with a fluttery 
feeling of accomplishment and trepidation. Seven o’clock tonight! So soon. 
Flipping back to the first pages of my notepad, I studied the messages from the last 
three days. I downed the last bit of coffee in my purple kitty-cat mug, then folded 
up and placed today’s newspaper in the plastic tub on the cluttered table, the one 
marked with blue masking tape: DECODED. I kept the funny pages to put into my 
backpack of supplies. In no time, I was planning an old-fashioned stakeout at the 
downtown Taco Butt on Shipwreck Road. 

I put my mug into the dishwasher and opened the fridge. I figured 
I’d pack lunch. A stakeout meant spending the entire day and maybe a good chunk 
of the night watching the building. I was excited because I’d had nothing better to 
do for three weeks now. I hadn’t found another job. Well, I hadn’t been looking, 
but still. 

I tossed the old Pizza Dungeon box from the fridge into the trash. 
My parents had always kept the fridge fully stocked and organized, but with my 
mother dead, and my father kidnapped, Valarie and I had let it fall into decrepitude. 
A bag of wilted lettuce went flying over my shoulder into the trash can, followed 
closely by a moldy package of what used to be grapes. I investigated a bright lime 
green substance in a Tupperware container, only to be blown back several feet by 
the smell that exited the container when I opened it. I resealed the mystery 
Tupperware and threw it away, closing the overfilled trash bag around it to offer an 
extra layer of flimsy plastic protection against the horror of the stench. It was 
strangely sweet, like a pile of rotten strawberries buried under a much bigger pile of 
manure. From sick cows. I set the trash bag by the front door, grabbed a loaf of 
bread, a jar each of peanut butter and jelly, and a thermos of coffee, and shuffled to 
my bedroom to get prepared. 

On my way down the hall, I thought I heard a crinkling noise from 
the front room, causing me to accidentally look at the door in the hallway. I 
purposefully never looked anywhere near the Yellow Door. Too many stressful 
memories. A deluge of panicked moments played, fast-forwarding across the movie 
screen in my brain. As I looked at the door, it seemed to grow and loom 
threateningly over me. I closed my eyes, shivered, and ignored the noise from the 
front room. It was probably just the trash bag falling over. I changed into black 
clothes, except for a dark blue plaid hoodie. I packed my day bag and headed back 
to the front door. The trash bag had fallen on its side, spilling bright green liquid all 
over the floor and splashing into the next room. I tossed the bag into the yard and 
held my nose as I dabbed up the mess with a couple of towels and a few sprays of 
cleaner. I left one stinky wet towel to soak up the garbage juice and stomped out 
the door, headed downtown. How had that even happened? The stuff in the 
container looked relatively solid and didn’t slosh when tossed out. After I tossed 


the bag and a soiled towel into the big trash can outside our house’s front gate, the 
smell followed me down the street. 

Downtown Toad’s Butt, Tennessee, was small, and although Taco 
Butt was on the other end of town. I knew it wouldn’t take long to get there, so I 
turned right onto Capsize Avenue and immediately swung another right into the 
door of Wet Willie’s Bookshop. Quickly, I slipped into the restroom and attempted 
to scrub the trash scent from my hands. The trash seemed to coat my nostrils in 
nasty stink particles, making it impossible to smell anything else. KIP assured me 
that this was exactly how smell worked, saying, “Molecules released from a 
substance stimulate olfactory nerve cells in the nose, and the brain interprets 
information from these receptors into the sensations we experience as...” 

I ignored him, satisfied that my valiant struggle against the odor was 
over. Willie, the store owner, was busy shelving books outside the bathroom door. I 
needed something new to read for the lengthy stakeout I had planned today. I asked 
Willie, “What have you got for me today?” 

He turned from the shelf and smiled at me. “Ah, Victory Mission! I 
was hoping you’d come by soon. I’ve got you something special, young lady. Over 
here, by the desk.” Willie was old, with crazy white hair frizzed in a halo around 
his head. He moved slowly, stooping severely as if studying the floor for solidity 
with every step. Once he made it to the desk, he was out of breath and he puffed as 
he handed me the stack of books beside the register. “Here you go. ‘Secrets of the 
Pyramids: Pharaohs, Psychics, and Pterodactyls’ by Dean O’Sore, Edgar Crumby’s 
‘The Future is Lurking Under Your Bed: Predictions and Prophecies of the Year 
2040’, and finally, ‘U.F.O.’s Broke My Toilet’ by Phil Plummer.” 

I laughed, slapping my money on the counter. “Perfect! Thanks, 
Willie. Have a great day, alright? I’ve got to go, real busy today!” 

Willie gave me a concerned look, with a tinge of a smile, while 
handing over my change. “Be careful, kiddo, don’t play in traffic,” he said, turning 
away. He looked over his shoulder and added in a conspiratorial whisper, “By the 
way, you smell terrible. Take a bath.” I spun and walked down the Romantic 
Fiction aisle, toward the door. Once Willie shuffled out of sight, I dropped to my 
knees and quickly pulled a few books out of the bottom shelf, revealing a hidden 
compartment. I pulled a small purple drawstring pouch out and pocketed it, 
replaced the books, and rushed out to the street. I wasn’t stealing. It was my bag 
and my compartment. 

I still felt a twinge of guilt. Letting Willie unknowingly hide such a 
thing in his store was a breach of trust and maybe even dangerous for him. I just 
knew I couldn’t keep it at home. My sister snooped into absolutely everything in 
the house. But Valarie never reads books. The pouch was safe from her in the 
bookshop, safe from even the rare patrons in the Romantic Fiction aisle, one of 
those perpetually empty places that existed purely for their private emptiness. No 


one ever looked in the Romantic Fiction aisle. They just used the aisle as a 
convenient exit from the store after buying books that made them seem smart. They 
always kept their eyes straight ahead, conspicuously not looking at the titles of the 
books, overwhelmingly decorated with the giant, rippling muscles and flowing hair 
of incredibly buff sailors and cops and blacksmiths, each embracing a lady that they 
were probably rescuing from sea monsters, criminals, or rogue flying horseshoes. 

I shifted “UFOs Broke My Toilet” into my left hand and stowed the 
other two books in my backpack. I read as I walked, against my father’s constant 
advice, replaying in my head. “Pay attention where you’re walking, Victory!” But I 
knew the way to Taco Butt by heart. I immersed myself in the book and put my feet 
on autopilot, only glancing up for road crossings and avoiding running into other 
pedestrians. I sniffed my hand self-consciously as I walked. Willie’s comment on 
my smell hadn’t bothered me, but I knew it must be truthful. He was the type of 
friend who always told you if you had something stuck in your teeth. I couldn’t 
smell the odor anymore, though. 

My stakeout began at around 10 a.m., and I finished reading two of 
the books in my bag by noon. Reading went fast when I let KIP speak the words. I 
scanned the field of my vision and the two simultaneous security camera feeds 
behind my eyelids. One was at the back door of the restaurant, pointed at the 
dumpster, and the other was mounted on the traffic light at the intersection on the 
opposite side of the building from the bench I had chosen. KIP made it easy to hack 
into most cameras in town. “UFOs Broke My Toilet” was more interesting than 
“The Future is Lurking Under Your Bed,” but they both turned out to be 
entertaining. I had asked Willie to set aside the weirdest books he found every day. 
He enthusiastically agreed, often giving me reading material that most adults 
around Toad’s Butt considered too vulgar or inappropriate for a 15-year-old girl. At 
the very least, Willie knew I was mature enough to handle words on a page. 

I graduated high school at fourteen, fast-tracked by my overbearing 
father, with a fair amount of help from the sentient supercomputer hard-wired into 
my brain. It’s hard to fail a test when you can Google every answer with a silent 
thought. I didn’t think of it as cheating. I preferred to call it ‘being resourceful.’ My 
mother, you might know her, Velleity Mission? Yeah, my early graduation and 
subsequent lack of ambition to attend college endlessly frustrated her. Velleity 
Mission was a Senator for Tennessee until her untimely death in a bus crash a year 
before any of this happened. She had influence. She convinced the University of 
Tennessee to accept my application for enrollment, despite the somewhat 
unorthodox essay attached to it, entitled “Why I Would Hate College.” I 
remembered overhearing an argument wafting through the hall the night after I told 
my parents I refused to attend. I didn’t want to apply in the first place. My father, 
Joe Mission, insisted that it was perfectly normal for a girl my age to be rebelling. 

“There’s nothing normal about what you’ve put her through! No 


wonder she has no friends here. You made her an outcast from the first day of 
kindergarten! You can’t seriously think this is NORMAL. I mean—” 

“Velleity, please, calm down. She has plenty of time to reconsider 
this. You haven’t been here enough to see her blossom. She’s really come out of 
her shell in the last year...” 

“Oh, I see! It’s back to me not being here enough! I have to work to 
survive, you know. When did you last earn a paycheck, huh? What job could you 
even get in this backward little town? You going to pick up a mop again and feed 
yourself and two kids on a janitor’s salary?!” 

“['m not saying I don’t appreciate what you do! I’m just saying 
that—” 

“[’m so sick of this, Joe! You need to go in there and talk some 
sense into her. God knows she won’t listen to me.” She sighed. I have to go. If I 
don’t leave now, I’m going to miss my flight. P'll call you tomorrow. And I swear if 
you don’t answer again...” she trailed off, already on her way out, slamming the 
door. ” 

The next day, that call never came. A bus struck and killed my 
mother on her walk to work in Washington, D.C., 487 miles away. KIP told me 
about the accident in the “Breaking News“ section of my morning briefing. 

On the bench across Shipwreck Road from Taco Butt, I shook the 
memory of the argument out of my head. I placed “The Future is Lurking Under 
Your Bed,” a ridiculous book full of predictions of extra-terrestrial warfare and 
tombstone-mounted holograms, on top of “UFOs Broke My Toilet,” beside me on 
the bench. “UFOs” surprised me by not being a muddle of half-remembered 
abduction stories, but instead, a compelling novel whose plot left something to be 
desired yet had a few exciting moments. I had particularly enjoyed a chase 
sequence between a pursuing protagonist, dressed in a bulky raccoon mascot outfit, 
and an armored truck full of gold, driven by an alien disguised as a wily 
chimpanzee. 

I monitored the security camera feeds. To make sure I had missed 
nothing, I reversed the tape in my head, squinting, but I had no clue what I was 
looking for, and I found nothing. I asked KIP to Google Phil Plummer, the author 
of “UFOs Broke My Toilet.” 

Plummer was a retired Air Force officer living in Nevada when he 
wrote the book. It was his only published work. He was born in 1963. According to 
an article from his local newspaper, the Lincoln County Record, Plummer went 
missing in 2015 in a carjacking turned to kidnapping, witnessed by the patrons of a 
Denny’s. The police asked citizens to be on the lookout for a Green Ford F-150 
with a long scratch across the length of the driver’s side, but nobody had taken the 
license plate number. My heart pounded in my chest, feeling as if it was crawling 
up my throat and choking me. A similar scene flashed through my brain. One that 


showed my father being dragged from the driver’s seat of his car. The green pickup 
truck squealed around the corner. Valarie rushed to the street, too late to see the 
license plate. 

I clenched my teeth. Tears welled in my eyes. I stared blankly into 
the window of the Taco Butt. KIP’s voice was chipper. Although he knew from my 
vital signs, I was finding the story of Phil Plummer to be devastatingly familiar. He 
said, “Do you want me to dig deeper?” I knew what he meant by this. I nodded, and 
KIP began using the software that I had supplied myself. It was not part of his 
original programming, and not entirely legal. Without my father’s permission, I 
bypassed a few of the security protocols restraining KIP’s use of the internet. For 
research only, of course. None of the serious cyber-crime stuff I read about on 
various shady forums: no stealing funds, no scams or viruses. Just some harmless 
snooping. Besides, it was for a good reason. Whoever these people were, They took 
my father. They took Phil Plummer. I suspected that They had something to do 
with the explosion at the Toad’s Butt National Laboratory last month. Who knew 
what else They were capable of? 

KIP spat useless info at me, narrating his actions as he dug into 
Plummer’s online history. Last known residence: Lincoln County, Nevada. 
Plummer had ordered decorative fake flowers and ivy and had them delivered. The 
last use of his debit card was at Denny’s, where he was reportedly kidnapped. The 
last ping of his cell phone delivered the same story. He had no known children. 
Spouse: Maria Plummer, age 56. Married for 26 years. KIP gave me Maria’s Social 
Security number, credit score, and eBay seller rating (99.5, not too bad.). Then he 
said, “Drives a PT Cruiser. Her Facebook page says she lives in Toad’s Butt, 
Tennessee. The items she purchased online with her card arrived three days ago, at 
29 Mariner’s Mill Lane. A ‘Ten-inch nonstick durable-coating frying pan’...” I 
jumped, landing hard on the cold, metal bench. 

“KIP, stop. You seriously buried the lede!” I muttered, “Give me the 
closest video feed to her house.” KIP hummed agreeably. I closed my eyes tight, 
and the video swam into view. A doorbell camera facing Maria Plummer’s 
driveway. No PT Cruiser in sight. I sighed. “Cut the feed. Thanks, KIP. Keep 
digging, quietly. Let me know if you find any interesting information on either of 
the Plummers.” After spending too much time focusing on giving my commands, I 
suddenly remembered that I was supposed to be spying. I cast a look around my 
surroundings, making sure nobody had noticed me talking to myself like a total 
maniac. The sidewalk was empty. The Taco Butt drive-thru was very busy. My 
hands clenched into tight fists. I stretched my fingers, reached for the Thermos of 
coffee, poured a cup, and unfolded the funny pages from this morning’s newspaper. 
I held the comic strips in front of my face, not reading them, trying too hard to look 
casual. My mind was racing. I couldn’t abandon my stakeout to go talk to Maria 
Plummer, even if she had been at home. 


?? 


What would I even say if Plummer was home? “I’m a 15-year old 
girl who believes your husband’s kidnapping is the work of a powerful criminal 
conspiracy of evil warlock fart-knockers. May I come in and ask you some very 
personal questions about the worst day of your life? Oh, and by the way, I have no 
proof to support anything I’m saying. Just trust me.” I took a sip of coffee. I had a 
lot of thinking to do. 


By 6:30 pm, I finished “UFOs Broke My Toilet” in its entirety for the fourth time. 
I filled two-thirds of a spiral notebook, trying to decode the novel. Something was 
hidden in the endlessly weird book. I was absolutely certain of it. Something meant 
to be found by a determined reader such as myself. I had scratched out most of my 
notes and broke two pencils in half by squeezing them absentmindedly in 
frustration. My teeth dug into the wood of the third pencil as I tried to apply an 
obscure cipher invented by a 16th-century Italian man to the stanzas of a 
nonsensical poem Plummer had used as headers to the even-numbered chapters of 
his book, one stanza per chapter. The poem had no title, and thus no obvious 
keywords to help with the deciphering. The author did not include their name, 
choosing instead to sign as ‘Anonymous.’ The poem read: 


I wake from sleep one 
night 
When UFOs break my 
toilet 
As the water shines 
with light 
They turn it green and 
boil it 
Entering through the 
window 
Robots with human 
faces 
They sparkle with a 
sickly glow 
Hungry for empty 
places 
Everyone thinks I’m 
crazy 
Plunging until my 
arms hurt 
Little green critters 
chase me 
And leave stains on 
my shirt 
Nobody sees the 
spaceships 
That linger above the 


clouds 
Saucers doing 
backflips 
With impenetrable 
shrouds 
I wake from sleep 
every night 
Toilet gurgling from 
nearby 
Hearing it gives me a 
fright 
Putrid smells and a 
cloudy sky 
I wonder why they’ re 
coming 
Zero proof or 
explanation 
Zipping through the 
plumbing 
A strangely sweet 
sensation 


I copied it into the notebook to avoid having to flip back and forth to 
see the entire text. The poem engrossed me and I read and reread it, puzzling over 
it. Eventually, I glanced up and noticed something that sparked a new idea. 
“Squelch!” I gasped. 

I crammed the PB&J I had been eating into my mouth and tossed 
the book, notebook, and Thermos into the bag, zipped it and slung it over my 
shoulder. I ran across Shipwreck Road. 

Everyone calls him Squelch. Even his parents. His real name is Sam 
Keaton Welch. He dropped a trash bag as he tried heaving it into the Taco Butt 
dumpster. He lost his balance as he spun around to see who was calling him. His 
arms pinwheeled. His eyes went wild. He slanted backward drastically. His foot 
swung back, attempting to steady him. He was doing such a good job at fighting 
gravity that it looked like time slowed around him like his own bubble. His heel 
smacked into the bloated trash bag on the pavement. It made a pleasantly flatulent 
sound. A jet of brownish slime burst forth and time caught back up with Squelch. 
He slipped in the slime, resulting in a high-speed “tap-dance while surrounded by 
bees” routine. It ended with him falling butt-first into the crunchy trash-bag 
cushion. 


I smiled at him. ‘Just the boy I need. A true professional,’ I thought 
as I helped him up. It took a moment for him to adjust his thick-rimmed glasses and 
the oversized Taco Butt uniform polo that hung awkwardly from his scrawny torso. 
He cracked a crooked smile under a peach-fuzzy mustache. He held out his hand, 
and I slapped, fist-bumped, and backhanded my way through our secret handshake. 
That’s when Squelch looked down and realized he had burrito trash and soda 
spilling out across his shoes. “Aww, man...” He muttered, “What’s up, Vic?” 

I bent to lay my bag on the pavement and help Squelch gather the 
contents of the busted trash bag. “Nothin’. Well...actually, gratuitous and mind- 
blowing amounts of something. You remember that story I told you about the night 
at the Lab?” 

TYealie.” 

“Those three dudes I saw, the weird, scary, dark wizard guys? | 
think they’re coming here tonight. In...” I blinked to check the watch behind my 
eyelids, “25 minutes.” 

“Whaaat?!”’ Squelch froze, in the middle of tossing a crumpled 
chalupa over his shoulder. Sauce dribbled down his hand. 

“Yeah. And hey, I need a favor.” 

“Oh god. No. No, hey, you said you owed me a favor now, Vic! I’m 
calling it in. Please don’t ask me to do you any more favors, girl. Last time—” 

“Come on, last time was an isolated incident...” 

“T nearly had my foot bitten off!” He rubbed the back of his neck. 

“No guard dogs this time, Squelch. No fences, no flamethrowers. 
Just visit an old lady for me. You owe me! You left me alone in that junkyard, 
remember? I’m the one who saved you from that dog!” 

“Hmph. Old lady? Are you trying to get out of doing community 
service or something?” 

“Nah.” I wiped my hands on my jacket and dug into my bag for a 
pencil and paper. “Here’s the address. Tomorrow, go knock on her door and tell her 
that you work for the city. Wear the maintenance man outfit and the walkie-camera. 
Tell her you need to check her toilet. 11 walk you through it.” I held out the paper 
and Squelch took it, a hint of a smile creeping back to the corners of his mouth. We 
kept the maintenance man outfit from the most infamous school prank in the 
history of Toad’s Butt High School. The costume’s hard hat had a camera built to 
resemble a headlamp and a small earpiece with a curly cord, so that I, always the 
brains of our covert operations, could direct Squelch. He is the same age as me, but 
he looks older. Squelch could get away with lots of things that I couldn’t, not in 
small part because most of the people around town gossip about me. They have a 
habit of being cautious when I’m around. 

“Aight,” Squelch groaned. ” Just “cause I gotta know what you’re 
planning here, and it’ll get me out of the house. But you better pay me.” 


“Yeah, yeah. Same as usual?” 

“T’m gonna need an extra fifty bucks.” 

I paused for a second. It didn’t take long for KIP to confirm the 
transfer. “It’s already in your account.” 

“Dang, V. How do you always do that?” 

I grinned. I liked that Squelch thought I was cool. Most kids my age 
treated me like I was some kind of moldy cheese effigy instead of a real person. 
They stepped a few feet to the side when I walked by them as if I'd make them sick 
just from proximity. We went inside the Taco Butt. The cashier was a perfect 
example of that type of classmate who avoids acknowledging me. She leaned 
against the counter and gave me a look that a cat might offer a zombie mouse that 
had been dead for several weeks. Squelch said he didn’t mind sticking around and 
helping me try to catch the wizards. I told him to go home, citing the logical 
probability of how tired he must be. A customer near us gagged loudly. The trash 
slime had soaked into Squelch’s clothes and he smelled like a burrito full of undead 
mice. 

At 6:45, I sat in the corner of a booth. I was eating a free order of 
cinnamon puffs that Squelch gave me before he clocked out for the night. Again, I 
pretended to read comics, seamlessly blending into the background of the crowded 
dining room. I kept glancing over at the cover of Phil Plummer’s book, lying on the 
table. I loudly thought that I wished I could crack the code of the poem. Just then, 
KIP spoke up, smugly, “I cracked the code hours ago.” 

I blinked rapidly, sputtering in my head, ‘Why. Didn’t. You say. 


Anything?!’ 

“You didn’t ask. And you had me in quiet mode.” 

‘Well?’ 

“T water the plants with pizza.” 

“What?!” 

“The first letters of every line in the poem spell ‘I water the plants 
with pizza’.” 


‘Errrrgggh!’ my brain screamed. No way. It couldn’t be that simple. 
It didn’t even make sense. 

“T don’t know what it means, but that’s the only encoded text in the 
book. The rest is just amusing nonsense. I checked it 480 times.” 

An acrostic. It was stupidly obvious. I forgot to ask KIP for help. I 
should’ve been able to figure it out myself, but I was just so stressed, tired, and 
errmrgg¢ghhh...I closed my eyes and the text of the poem scrolled up, KIP helpfully 
turned the first letter of every line big, red, and glowing. He’s not big on subtlety. 

‘T get it, KIP.’ Without a context for the pizza clue, I thought it was 
as helpful as an ice-cream cone made of toilet paper. My first thought was Pizza 
Dungeon. I got a flashback of “Bring Your Cat to Work Day.’ I remembered Phil 


Plummer was from Nevada. Most likely he never heard of Pizza Dungeon. I 
thought, ‘Did you find anything else interesting on the Plummers? Why did Maria 
move here?’ 

“Nothing on the details of my research on the Plummers stood out to 
me. Logically, she may have moved to a small backwater town on the other side of 
the country to escape the traumatic memory of her husband’s kidnapping. Her 
social media is void of her reasoning. She mostly posts cat memes and articles on 
kitchen life hacks. The full report on the Plummers is available. Just ask.” 

“Nope, we’ve got company right now.” 

I was so caught up mentally kicking myself that I missed the arrival 
of three people in business suits. They waited at the register, ready to order. When I 
saw them, I knew instantly that this trio was exactly who I had been waiting for. 
They were so very out of place. One was a brunette woman in a cheap black suit. 
She wore her hair in a bob that flared wide at her chin, creating a triangular halo 
around her round face and square glasses. The man in front of her was a redhead, 
tall and gangly in loose-fitting brown tweed, his jacket sporting leather elbow 
patches. The man in front was a blonde who wore a tailored white suit with a thick 
gold chain shining from his vest pocket. He parted his hair directly down the 
middle of his head. The other two listened anxiously as he talked, hanging onto 
every word. I couldn’t hear them, but I wasn’t trying to. In the crook of the blonde 
man’s left arm, a live skunk calmly looked around, blinking as if it had just woken 
up from a restful slumber. Not something you expect to see. Like a clown at a 
funeral. Or a large piranha swimming in the pitcher at a child’s roadside lemonade 
stand. 

I gathered my things and sauntered over to the trash can by the 
counter, trying to avoid the eyes of the three suspected villains. I planned to sneak 
up close enough to hear their conversation while throwing away the empty 
cinnamon puffs bag. By the time I got to the trash can, I realized I was too late. I 
only heard their last order. 

“Can I just get three bean Butt-ritos and a side of buttered Butt- 
tatoes?” 

“Anything else?” droned the cashier, who eyed the skunk in the first 
man’s arm with an expression of tired, but unsurprised, judgment. 

“A medium drink.” 

“That'll be twenty-six dollars and forty-nine cents. For here or to 
go?” 

“We are going to be dining in tonight.” The man in the white suit 
said this with an air of grandiosity. He dug into his pocket and paid for all three of 
their meals. They walked to the end of the counter while I pretended to look in my 
bag. I wandered back across the dining room, choosing another booth this time, 
close enough to the counter to hear their conversation start up again. I had my back 


to them, and KIP closed-captioned their words behind my eyelids, helping me 
block out the background noise. 

“Have you two got your books with you?” said the gravelly voice of 
the white-suited man. His voice was familiar. It confirmed my suspicions. These 
three were the owners of the lengthy shadows I’d seen a month ago in the halls of 
the Toad’s Butt National Laboratory. That was the day before the lab went up in a 
fiery explosion, completely destroying it. I could have slapped myself for doing 
such a dangerously stupid thing. On what basis? A person allegedly emailed 
Tailbone a lengthy rant on shady experiments he claimed were being conducted in 
the lab. He said he had seen “ghosts,” twisting figures made of green smoke, in a 
local park. Before he could get a video of the creatures, a crew of lab coat-wearing 
necromancers in gas masks showed up and used a “glowing staff’ to subdue and 
capture the beings. The blurry cell phone photos that accompanied his social media 
post seemed to show an official TBNL cargo van and a half-dozen people wrestling 
a green shape the size of a bear into the vehicle. 

On the night I broke into the lab, these three people wandered 
through the facility, with the blonde butthead’s voice booming and echoing around 
the corners of the hallways. Their footsteps clacked threateningly in my direction, 
driving me out into the crisp autumn night to avoid being discovered. The next day, 
a smoking ruin that farted a plume of smoke with the smell of rotten eggs took the 
place where the lab once stood. The blonde man’s voice remained burned in my 
mind like a scar. 

“Good. We’re really gonna need to comb through that thing. It’s all 
useless drivel to me.” The man filled his soda cup and spoke over his shoulder. 
“Did you come up with anything, Arms?” 

I glanced over my shoulder to see the redheaded man, Armas, reply, 
“Ubh...Got a couple of ideas, but not ing that helps me find a location...” He 
cleared his throat. “We could always—” 

“Order number 297!” The cashier tossed their three trays on the 
counter. I whipped my head back and peered out the window to my right, 
drumming my fingers on the table. The three passed by on my left. 

“Victory?” 

I froze. My eyes flicked to my left, and I slowly raised my face to 
meet the gaze of the blonde man. My mouth hung open and dried out immediately. 
The man smiled at me, his teeth lined up as straight as bowling pins. The skunk on 
his arm appeared to smile, too. I swore it was staring at me. “Why don’t you join 
us?” He gestured to the table behind him, where his friends were sitting, 
unwrapping greasy Tex-Mex food. Those two smiled at me, too. 

“I think you have me, um, mistaken for someone else...” I 
stammered, fingers stuck in mid-drumming. 

“T don’t think I do,” the man rumbled, a smile morphing into a grin, 


“You’re Victory Mission. It’s time for the book club meeting. We invited you.” 

“J—I don’t know what you’ re talking about.” 

“You’re the only other person in this restaurant with this month’s 
book sitting in front of you.” Behind the skunk in the standing man’s arm, the 
woman with the isosceles hair-do waved her copy of “UFOs Broke My Toilet.” 

“What the—” 

“Come sit with us, Victory. Let’s discuss the book. I know you love 
reading.” 

“No. Run. This is a horrible idea. RUN.” KIP’s voice, defiant and 
firm, sounded quieter than usual. I could hardly make it out, underneath the 
pounding pulse of my heart, which was much louder than usual. 

I felt myself getting up, clutching the book like a weapon, ready to 
strike out if needed. I strode over and sat next to Arms. My hand shook as I set the 
book in front of me on the table. 

KIP declared that the faces of two of my foes didn’t match anything 
in any government or private industry database. The blonde man who sat across 
from me and set his sleepy skunk next to him was identifiable, according to KIP, 
but the source was dubious. There was a post on a conspiracy message board, with 
the obligatory blurry photos scrolling on my eyelids as I blinked. “The post claims 
that this man, Apollo Samson, was an attendee at a secret meeting of billionaires 
and politicians held in Switzerland last year,” KIP said. “It gives no other 
information on him. The rest of the post appears to cover the alleged nefarious and 
devious activities of said billionaires. Worshiping evil gods, summoning demons, 
various acts of depraved debauchery, that type of thing.” KIP had apparently found 
no information on the skunk. 

Samson unwrapped a taco. Was he actually going to eat that in a suit 
that must have cost three grand? Before he bit into it, he asked, “So, what did you 
think of the book?” 

“How do you know my name?” I spat, anger welling up inside and 
drowning fear. “How did you know Id be here?” 

The man snorted, chewing his taco. “I suppose introductions are in 
order. This is Henry ‘Arms’ Inglehoff,” he pointed to the redhead beside me, who 
was wiping taco sauce off of his tweed lapel. “This is Francesca Kilter,’ He 
indicated toward the brunette woman, “This is Orson,” the skunk poked its head up 
and rested his paws on the table. “And I am Apollo G. Samson. We are the Butt 
County Book Club, and are happy to welcome our newest member.” The other two, 
and even the skunk, nodded vigorously. Apollo fed Orson a cube of buttered Butt- 
tato. KIP again insisted that the henchmens’ names matched nothing in any known 
database. They were obviously aliases. 

“Mr.—Sandwich—” 

“Samson,” 


“Whatever. You didn’t answer my question, Samberg. How do you 
know who I am?” 

“T know a lot about you, Victory. Let’s see...according to our files,” 
Apollo wiped his hands on his pants. He pulled a hardcover edition of Plummer’s 
book from his jacket pocket. Inside the front cover was a packet of paper. He 
appeared to read from it, “You are 15 years old, a high school graduate. You are 
notorious in Butt County for mischief and mayhem. You were once seen driving a 
stolen public transit bus, without a license, to the Toad’s Butt Junkyard on 
Fountaintop Avenue. The bus was full of naked mannequins. It later caught fire.” 

“That was...for a science project. How do you—” 

“Witnesses reported your presence on Wendell Smitten’s farm, 
building large snow sculptures of American presidents with fireworks hidden 
inside, rigged with tripwires to go off once approached. Abraham Lincoln’s eyes 
and ears shooting roman candle—” 

“That wasn’t my idea!” 

“T didn’t say it was. Of course, there was the incident with the ten- 
foot-tall animatronic SpongeBob SquarePants robot with a flamethrower arm, who 
attacked a high school football game. The police arrived for that, but a week later, 
the robot mysteriously disappeared from the police impound lot.” 

“Nobody ever proved that I had anything to do with RoboBob!” 

“The robot has a name?” 

“Besides, it hurt no one. And what’s your point?” 

“My point, Victory, is that you are a perfect fit for our book club. 
Intelligent, driven, and disdainful of authority. The world is full of gray areas. 
Those in power would have you believe that your only behavior and choices are 
right or wrong. People like us,” he waved a hand to include everyone at the table, 
“Know otherwise. You are on the road to greatness. You just need someone to 
point the way.” 

“Oh! And that someone is you, I bet! Well, excuse me while I thank 
my lucky stars that a creepy middle-aged white guy has shown up to tell me how to 
live my life.” I gritted my teeth and growled through them. “Cut the crap, 
Sanderson. I’m supposed to be impressed that you asked around town and dredged 
up a bunch of baseless rumors about me? You and your cronies lured me into a 
meeting. To do what? Give me an ethics lesson? Convince me to stop interfering in 
your plans? To stop tracking my father and the other people you’ve kidnapped or 
blown up? Just tell me! Where. Is. He?” Other people in the restaurant turned their 
heads in my direction, falling silent. 

Apollo, Arms, and Francesca ignored the onlookers, calmly chewing 
their food with infuriating slowness. I focused on my tormentors. I tried hard to 
avoid looking at the confused faces of the Taco Butt patrons. Finally, Francesca 
spoke up, “Interfering? Oh no, you’ ve been helping! We wouldn’t have found your 


father so quickly without your help.” 

“Or the door in the lab.” Arms added. 

“And now, we’re at the cusp of a great leap forward for humankind. 
Thanks to you.” Apollo crumpled a paper taco wrapper. “You’re going to help us 
find your dad’s greatest invention. I just know you will. After that, maybe if you 
ask nicely, we'll bring him back to you. So, what do you think the poem in 
Plummer’s book means?” 

“T didn’t read it.” I lied. Knowing these spooky jerks weren’t going 
to tell me anything I wanted to know made me steam. I was determined not to let 
anything slip. I wasn’t going to help them. Apollo raised an eyebrow and nodded. 
He threw the crumpled ball of taco paper across the dining room, over his right 
shoulder. The eyes of every customer in the restaurant, even my own, followed it. It 
flew in a perfect arc and landed soundlessly in the little trash can in front of the 
soda machine: the one full of straw sleeves. When the spell of the throw broke, I 
turned back and found myself sitting alone at the table. Three people and a skunk 
had vanished into thin air. The ‘ding dong’ chime of the door sounded behind me, 
and I spun again to find the Book Club sprinting out the door into the parking lot. I 
bolted after them, shoving past customers frozen with befuddlement. I caught a 
glimpse of white fabric to my right as I clambered out the door. Someone was 
diving behind the green Taco Butt dumpster. Just before he passed out of sight, I 
saw Samson remove a green key from a small green bag. There was now a white 
light shining from behind the dumpster, and in an instant, the Book Club and their 
skunk were nowhere to be seen. I rounded the back of the dumpster. Tears welled 
in my eyes, and the light faded with the sound of a door slamming. I pounded on 
the back of the dumpster and stomped around it in circles, shouting. “Sandwich! 
You freak of nature! Come out here!” I slumped on a strip of grass encircled by a 
concrete curb, wiping my eyes and glaring at the filthy dumpster. I forced myself 
up and marched back to the restaurant to retrieve my bag. The customers were no 
longer frozen. Many chittered at each other. Others shouted questions at me. I 
refused to hear them. 

I walked home in a fury, mostly angry at myself. The street lights 
turned the suburban dark into a dome of unearthly bright light. You had to avoid 
looking at them, or you’d go blind. Everyone knew it. Regardless, I did it. I winced 
and blinked firmly and demanded that KIP try harder to identify the other two 
people from the Book Club. Every few steps I looked behind me and I scanned 
each alley I passed. At my request, KIP monitored every security camera in town. 
There was no trace of the Book Club after they huddled behind the dumpster. I 
imagined Apollo Samson jumping out at me like a horror movie slasher in a blood 
and taco-stained white suit. The nagging feeling that he was waiting around the 
next corner did not subside until I reached my own front door. I reached out to 
twist the knob. 


The door flung open. I screamed. 


Mly sister, Valarie, screamed along with me as I reached for the door handle. 
Valarie was several paragraphs into her diatribe, full of “Where-were-you- 
allnights,” “I-was-worried-sicks,” ‘Couldn’t-be-bothered-to-leave-a-notes,” and 
other tired parental aphorisms before she had realized that I was upset. Valarie 
calmed a little. I wiped my face clean of tears and frustration. Irritation shoved 
disappointment into the back seat of my mind. It wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. 
Where did Val get off being so controlling? We ate spaghetti for dinner in silence. I 
bit my tongue, refusing to share the details of my night. Instead, I simmered in my 
feelings like a tomato in pasta sauce, growing saltier and saltier. Val complained 
about the green mess all over the carpet, my lack of a paying job to help with 
household expenses, and her own dreadfully busy day at work. I rolled the 
meatballs across the floor to a thankful Gollum. 

After a half-hour of scolding from Val, I excused myself and 
trudged down the hallway to my bedroom. 

I locked the door, threw my bag on the floor, kicked off my shoes, 
and sprawled on the bed with my jacket still on. I squinted at the ceiling, feeling 
drained but incapable of sleep. Everything in the world seemed wrong, in some 
slight, indefinable way. It was as though all the furniture in the house, all the trees 
and flowering bushes in the backyard garden, everything in existence, shifted three 
inches to the left. I stared out my window, into the green darkness of the garden my 
father had grown and cared for, and I felt like a loose screw. Left behind in a 
drawer, forgotten. Just waiting to be thrown out in a mad fit of cleaning energy 
experienced by some future owner of our house. KIP pulled up a memory at my 
request. With the memory playing behind my eyelids, I hoped it would lull me to 
sleep. I wished I could just forget everything Apollo said to me. I wished 
everything would just push itself back three inches to the right and bring my father 
back to me. The memory filled my mind like an invasive IMAX screen. 


oh 28 3k 


I warily exited my room. My father sat on the arm of the couch, 
tinkering. He had moved the coffee table to make room for a machine I had never 
seen before. I padded towards the hulking mass of metal and naked circuit board. I 
stepped carefully over discarded components on our living room carpet. It looked 
like an injured robot elephant was undergoing surgery. 

“Am I still in trouble, Dad?” 

My father shot me a look and then smiled. He rolled his eyes and 
turned back to his soldering. Over his shoulder, he pontificated, ’People make 


mistakes, Victory. Sometimes punishment is due, sometimes there are other ways 
to learn a lesson. In fact, if you want to know the truth, mistakes have historically 
been a boon to cryptographers and code-breakers. In the second World War, the 
enemy communicator’s ‘voice’ was named his ‘fist’. Fist is the set of common 
mistakes and eccentricities that helped our guys identify enemy communicators. 
Maybe he pressed keys that were close together in quick succession: tap tap, not 
tap *pause* tap, like this...” 

I watched as my father rapped a pen on the hull of the machine. He 
always started these trivia-heavy lectures with “If you want to know the truth,” or 
“To be honest with you,” or something similar. I thought it made him sound as if he 
was lying. Of course, he usually wasn’t. It was just his verbal tic, something to 
punctuate the rhythm of his speech. He continued all day, telling me about the 
World War II code-breakers, the intricacies of the Allied battle plans, and so on. I 
asked questions when appropriate, to show I was listening, but also to keep him 
talking, and letting me help build the gigantic machine that filled our living room. 

After we took an afternoon break for PB&J’s and lemonade, we 
installed the machine in the spare bedroom. The bed, dresser, and piles of clothes in 
there had to be moved into the garage. When we finished, the room with the 
Yellow Door had become a sleek, windowless metal capsule. A large apparatus 
resembling a light fixture hung in the middle of the ceiling. Under this sat a 
swiveling chair with tangles of wrist-thick wires running from the arms and 
headrest. They snaked away to every corner of the room. My father explained it to 
me, though I didn’t understand most of it. The upshot was that the room could 
simulate any environment or any experience imaginable. Like the holodeck in Star 
Trek, except this room requires you to sit on the throne and hook up to the machine. 
You'll become effectively unconscious. The input from a computer console set into 
the wall opposite the door will manipulate your brain. Everything you experience 
in the simulated environment results from the machine monitoring your 
brainwaves. 

“Aha! Now,” my father said, tapping away at the keyboard on the 
computer console, “The only thing left is to test this bad boy out! Hop into that 
chair, honey.” 

“ME?!” I gawked. I backed out of the doorway. 

“Well, who better? You’ve seen how it works. C’mon, it’s perfectly 
safe. People at the lab use it all the time. KIP won’t be there, but Ill explain 
everything about the simulation you’re entering before we start it.” He studied my 
worried expression. “I told you this morning when you got up, there’s more than 
one way to learn a lesson. You don’t want to be grounded for that stunt you pulled, 
do you? Well, here you go, here’s your alternative. It’s not a punishment. How 
many kids your age, do you think, get to play with cutting-edge technology? I just 
want to show you something. It’s important.” 


“T don’t know...Why won’t KIP be there?” 

“Don’t worry, Victory, nothing in the simulation can hurt you. KIP 
won't be there, because he can’t be. It’s like a dream or a big video game. Come 
on, it will be fun!” 

I approached the chair slowly, hopped into it, and got comfortable. 

“Now, the mask will come up over the headrest and cover your 
eyes. Listen carefully: You are going to the moon. The moon has low gravity, so 
you won’t be weightless, but you’ll be able to jump very high. You’ll have a 
spacesuit! You'll be on the edge of the dark side of the moon, able to see the earth 
very far away, resting on the moon’s horizon. Are you ready?” 

“Mmhmm.” I hummed, excited but nervous. The machine hummed 
back at me. It was coming to life. My eyes closed despite my eyelids staying in 
place. Darkness and silence enveloped my body and mind. 

Then...whoosh! The dusty gray surface of the moon rose to meet 
my boots. The claustrophobic canned air of a spacesuit sealed around me. My eyes 
were open again. I hadn’t tried to open them. The suit smelled faintly of 
disinfectant, with a hint of sour hot dogs. I could see a tinted view of endless rocks 
and sand, split by a line of utter blackness to my left. Beyond that, nothing was 
visible. My breath fogged the visor. The sky was a dizzying expanse of pure black 
with dots of starlight, and I looked around for the blue ball of Earth on the horizon, 
away from the dark side of the big space rock below me. My brain fumbled and 
spun to get its bearings. I took a deep breath and tried hopping. 

It was an unexpected feeling, using muscles I had never used before: 
not painful, but weak. I left the lunar surface and came down again lightly. I felt 
like a fluffy dandelion seed, floating slowly to the ground. 

My father’s voice crackled into my ear through a radio in the suit’s 
helmet. “Pretty cool, huh?” 

“Tt’s amazing! I—I like it here. It’s so quiet.” 

“T’m glad you like it. We had an actual astronaut help us design this 
place. Turn around, honey.” 

“Ok, hold on.” I turned, shifting my weight carefully, and was 
shocked to find someone else on the moon with me with their own suit on. I knew it 
wasn’t real, yet seeing them there, standing motionless between me and the far- 
away Earth, was creepy. They just blinked into existence. 

“That’s me,” said my father’s voice. “Try walking over to me.” 

I did. It took a while. Every lift of my legs was as laborious as 
wading through quicksand. I didn’t sink, but something made me feel like I had to 
leap with each step. He stood inhumanly still. “Ok, that’s good.” He crackled. 
“Now stay calm. You’re on the moon. It’s just you and me. There is no air here. No 
atmosphere, remember?” 

“Uh-huh.” I tried to nod, but the helmet didn’t do it with me. My 


head just bobbed inside, invisible to anyone else. I wondered what my father was 
seeing on his screen. 

“You’re going to have a problem. Not a terrible one. It’s a puzzle. It 
has a solution, you see. I want you to remember that even though it feels real, it’s 
not. You won’t get hurt. It’s like a video game. Say you understand. Ill keep 
explaining. I'll walk you through it.” 

“T understand, I think.” 

“Your suit will have a hole in it. It’s not there yet, not until I make it 
happen. The suit is designed to tolerate leaks. No spacesuit is ever perfect. They all 
leak a little. The suit will know when the hole opens. It will compensate, pump 
more air into itself, set off an alarm, and give you time to solve the puzzle. 
Understand?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“One more thing, Victory. I’m here to help. You see me over there. 
’ll be talking to you, but we don’t see something right now that we should see if 
this was real. What is it?” 

“Uhh...” I looked around, thinking. My heart was beating fast. A 
hole? What does he mean? What will that feel like? “Uhhhbh...” Think. Think. I 
saw rocks, dust, stars, and my father’s suit ten steps away. I was worried. Wait. “I 
know! The ship, the, uhh, shuttle!” 

“Not the shuttle, but P’ll give it to you. Small distinction: The lander. 
The shuttle is in orbit. The lander brought us to the surface. Ok. Are you ready?” 

I thought, Am I ready to die in space? Great question, Dad. How 
could I not be? “Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready. Hit me.” Where is the dang ship, lander, 
whatever? Think. 

“3, 2, 1...Now. The hole is opening.” I didn’t need to be told. The 
chill became a freeze. The air was ice. My skin, tongue, and eyes became ice. It 
was so cold, it felt dark. A sensation as if the black, endless night of space above 
me had reached out a shadowy hand and throttled me. The alarm in the suit went 
off, quieter than I thought it should be. WAH. WAH. WAH. I struggled to breathe, 
to stay standing. My gloved hands went to my abdomen, clutching. There’s the 
hole, I could feel it. I bent double to look at the midsection. There it was, a rip the 
length of a pencil, through layers of crumpled fabric and plastic. I shifted my 
gloves, completely covering it. WAH. WAH. The momentary relief from hiding 
the hole didn’t last long. Panic soon washed it away. Oh, God. This sucks! I 
thought maybe I could shove a rock in there and seal it. Stupid. The air is flowing 
out, not in! Oh, God. 

“Stay calm, Victory. Don’t panic!” Thanks, Dad. Now you tell me. 
Oh, God. 

WAH. WAH. 

“WHAT DO I DO?” I said it before I thought it, sucking in 


desperate breaths. 

“You find the lander.” His smile was audible. I hated him. I looked 
up and saw him, a statue of an astronaut, not moving. 

“How? Where?! HELP ME!” 

“You don’t see it. Where is it?” These weren’t questions. Think. Oh, 
God, oh, God. WAH. 

“T don’t know, it’s not here!” I looked around, too slow, too hard to 
move. At this rate, I was failing. Think, think! WAH. 

“Tt’s here. I promise. There is a solution.” 

“T just see rocks! Rocks won’t help!” 

“No, you're right. They won’t.” He was still smiling. I could hear it. 
“Tl help. Listen to me.” 

“You’re not moving!” 

“I don’t need to. There’s no big hole in my suit. You should get 
moving. Think. If you can’t see the lander, then it’s hidden. You need to go 
somewhere you can’t see from here.” 

“The dark side!” 

“Bingo, kid. Get moving. Running out of time.” 

I turned around, clutching my suit, unable to keep the hole sealed 
with my hands. Tremendous gusts of air left through it, letting the monstrous cold 
inside like a door left open in winter. I leaped, floated, landed, and repeated. When 
I reached the line of darkness, groaning and grinding my teeth, I saw something 
hidden in the dark. A shape, a machine, too small to be the lander. I pushed myself 
forward into the darkness. The shape became clear, a Rover. It wasn’t right, 
though. WAH. WAH. WAH. The Rover on the crater-pocked dirt, upside down, 
appeared to have crashed. My heart sank. I dropped to my knees. The air in the suit 
was thin and frigid cold. I looked down. There, right there in front of me, at the end 
of a long winding track leading to the wrecked Moon Rover, was something dusty 
and perfectly round. It was the size of a CD. I reached for it and felt the air from 
my suit whooshing away. It was tape! A roll of tape! I fumbled with the end of the 
tape, which was pulled up and folded over, to create a tab. The tab was surprisingly 
easy to grip with the bulky glove fingers. I tugged out a long stream of tape, 
pressed it against the rip at my stomach, passed the roll around my back, and 
applied several layers. I would have kept going, mummified the suit in the dull gray 
duct tape, if the roll had been long enough. The alarm stopped and so did the cold. 
The air came back implausibly fast. I reveled in the ease of breathing. 

The moon dissolved around me. The suit transformed into the silent 
nothingness of deep sleep. I woke up. My father lifted the mask off my face. He 
gently shook me awake in an insanely bright, metal-walled room. He hugged me. I 
cried with shock and joy. He held me. 

“T failed, Dad.” I was sobbing. 


He wiped the tears from my cheeks. “No, you didn’t! You did 
great!” 

“What? You had to tell me the solution to the puzzle!” 

“That was the lesson, kid. Trust those who care about you. Believe 
them when they give you the solution to a problem you’re having, even if it’s 
counterintuitive. Learn to make your own mistakes and try to avoid mistakes that 
your elders have made. You get an A+.” 


ok ck ck 


Memories from the room behind the Yellow Door are not like other 
memories. KIP couldn’t help me solve the three-dimensional logic puzzles my 
father constructed for me, but I could revisit every detail of the experience through 
KIP’s recording. When I fully recall them, it’s like being in a trance, immersed in 
the memory, taken away in the current of images and sounds, and sensations. The 
Lysol-on-a-hotdog smell of the suit lingered in my nostrils as I came back to reality 
on the bed. I wondered to myself what Apollo meant by referencing my father’s 
“greatest invention.” Could it be the machine concealed behind the Yellow Door? 
The way my father had talked about that machine led me to believe that there was a 
group effort to invent it. Publicly, Joe Mission never admitted to being anything but 
a janitor at the lab. I knew he had many science projects littering the basement, was 
constantly reading books full of ten-syllable words, and taking copious notes. I 
suspected he did much more for the lab than clean, but he wouldn’t tell me what his 
actual job was. He stopped working there shortly before my mother’s death. 

I thought I saw something move outside of the window. I thought, 
Maybe they followed me back here. Could I have led the Book Club right to what 
they were looking for? I peered into the dark shadows between the shrubs and tree 
branches in the backyard. Nothing. “The Book Club has made no further 
appearances tonight,’ KIP assured me, and after a pause, “No disappearances 
reported on, either.” Then, out of nowhere, he made a garbled sound, not unlike a 
grilled cheese sandwich being shoved into a disk drive. I’ve never done that, of 
course not. Why do you ask? 

“KIP?” I said out loud, worried. 

“Playing next memory,” KIP replied. I didn’t ask him to do that. 
Despite my best efforts, I fell into the memory. I fought against it but lost. 


ok ck ck 


“You'll see a long hallway with many doors.” My father said. “Your 
challenge is to find the door that leads out of the hallway. Pretty simple. There is a 
time limit, so you can’t stay in there and try all of them.” 

“Is anything dangerous going to happen this time?” I asked. 

“You'll be fine. ’m not helping you with this one, though.” He 
closed the Yellow Door behind us as we stepped into the room. I took my place in 
the chair and settled in. 

When the scenario loaded, I saw the hallway and my jaw fell open. 
There was the sound of a door closing behind me. I thought there must be at least 
two thousand doors in the hallway. There were doors on the floor. I looked up to 
see a row of doors out of reach on the ceiling, which was the height of four doors 
up from the floor. The door right above me was cherry red. Endless doors, door 
frames, and door knobs covered the hall. It looked to me like there were no 
windows or peepholes in any of them. Some appeared to be made of wood, others 
were metal, and each of them had different colors and designs. The door at the 
other end of the narrow hallway was my first thought, the obvious solution. It 
looked so far away, a tiny dark blue speck at the end of a kaleidoscope of colorful 
doors. I started walking toward it. 

The third door on the left caught my eye. The knob started moving 
on its own, twisting slightly. A thumping noise sounded from the other side. The 
door was wood, with peeling lavender paint. Something was trying to get through. I 
pressed my ear to it. Growls and barks of a disconcerting intensity. I turned away 
and kept moving toward the far end of the hallway. Noticing a door made of 
corrugated sheet metal on my right, emitting the breadlike smell of a bakery, I 
wondered what was behind it, but decided not to unlatch its crude iron bar, yet. 

A few doors down, I found another powerful smell. Freshly washed 
laundry. The laundry-smelling door was white, unassuming, with a small brass 
knob. It was so normal-looking, it could have been from any middle-class 
American house or apartment. It was just the type of trick my father would pull on 
me: make me wander around, opening each interesting door with the exit hidden 
behind a boring one. I opened it, barely turning the knob before it flung out of my 
hand. Something soft, but heavy, knocked me to the floor. It knocked the breath out 
of my lungs. I felt myself being buried under a pile. It was clothes. The laundry 
smell flooded my nostrils as I tried to breathe. I flailed and fought to the top of the 
laundry mountain, pushing my way through sweaters, coats, jeans, and dresses. 
Some were still on hangers, sharp points of wire poked at me as I struggled to get 
upright. I surfaced, tossing a stray tennis shoe aside. Looking at the mess covering 
the hallway floor, I laughed. I hoped the correct door hadn’t been the one on the 


floor under the pile. The overstuffed closet door was so full of clothes I couldn’t see 
through the frame to whatever was on the other side. I decided there most likely 
wasn’t an “other side”. I imagined a closet the size of a football field, packed full. 

I jumped over the clothes on the floor, tripped and fell, scraping my 
knee on the frame of a pink wooden floor-door. When my boots smacked against 
the pink door, it made a hollow sound, similar to a drum. I righted myself and 
looked down. The pink door had an intricate silver knob. It looked antique and 
expensive. Curiosity took over as I leaned over and pulled the door up to open it. I 
hoped that if it didn’t lead out, maybe I could at least throw some clothes into 
whatever room it led. Instead, the flowery smell of fancy shampoo hit me, and a 
rush of thick pink liquid bubbled up, covering my feet. I dropped the door again, 
but a sweater sleeve got caught between the door and the frame. I frowned at the 
shampoo goo still leaking up out of the floor door. It started flowing more 
powerfully, spraying out of the surrounding cracks, soaking my ankles. I turned 
and walked away in disgust, focused on the far door. Its dark blue silhouette 
mocked me in the distance. I hadn’t gotten very far down the hallway before this 
disaster. I wondered what my father meant by ‘time limit.’ 

I looked back and saw the pink puddle of shampoo ooze gaining 
ground on me. I stomped away faster, slipping and sliding with every step, 
determined to reach the dark blue door. When I got closer, I noticed it had an oval 
shape fastened by a large wheel in the center. The door looked as if someone had 
stolen it from the inside of a submarine. I clomped on, chastising myself for getting 
distracted and wasting time. When I reached the dark blue door, I skidded into the 
hard metal from momentum. I turned. The shampoo flood was about ten yards 
away. I twisted the wheel to the left. The mechanism inside squeaked and creaked. 
Twisting was more difficult than I expected. I put my entire weight into it. The pink 
puddle was picking up speed. Just then, the wheel spun on its own, fast, nearly 
ripping my shoulders out of the socket with the force of it. I stepped back from it. 

The door burst open, releasing a wave of water. Water shot up my 
nostrils. It submerged me instantly. I sputtered and kicked. I felt myself driven 
backward by the water. It was salty, the ocean quickly working on filling the entire 
hallway. The seawater frothed and lathered. It mixed with the shampoo, stinging 
my eyes. I fought for air, riding the wave down the hall. The splashing rapids 
flipped and tossed me around. I finally surfaced, gasping. The first layer of doors 
was underwater. Bubbles and random articles of clothing floated around me. There 
was a cherry red door at the end of the hallway. Knowing that I missed an obvious 
solution, I groaned and felt the sick souring of my stomach. As I sank, I stopped 
flapping my arms and legs to keep myself afloat. I swam back up and gathered a 
big gulp of air. Before making my dive, I closed my eyes, then kicked and 
squirmed toward the floor. I found the door that had closed behind me as soon as I 
had entered the hallway. My eyes burned with salty shampoo water. I strained to 


keep them open, reached out for the doorknob, and twisted it. 

I woke up in the chair, dizzy from the change in scenery. “That one 
was stupid, Dad. It’s a cop-out. It’s a terrible riddle or a cheap twist on a network 
TV show. I mean, what’s the point of leaving the door you came in throu—” I had to 
shout this over my father laughing. 

He clapped me on the shoulder. “Well, Victory, sometimes you have 
to trust your mind, your logic, over your own senses. If you want to know the truth, 
we rely on our five senses too much. We only see a very limited spectrum of colors, 
but we think that living without sight would be a horrible curse. A dog can’t see as 
well as a human, but it can smell things that we can’t even dream of. They know 
the history of a place just by sniffing. A dog can smell the history of a place. The 
only reliable tool we have for navigating the world is right up here.” He tapped my 
temple. I jerked my head away. I hopped up and left the room, thinking maybe it 
would be the last time I sat in that chair. 

KIP, whirred back to life in my brain and said, “Actually, the human 
brain is quite an unreliable navigator as well. It is prone to chemical imbalance and 
suited only for survival and reproduction.” 

“Shut up, KIP,” I sneered in thought, locking the bedroom door 
behind me. “TI get it. It’s still a stupid lesson. There’s no point in it. Just leave me 
alone.” 


I woke up the next morning with no memory of going to sleep. It was raining 
outside. Big fat drops pelted the window. KIP droned on, with the best lo-fi hip hop 
jam beats playing behind his voice. “...and today, Mayor Todd Pengleman 
announced a tougher ‘Crack Down on Crime’ policy...On this day in 1851, Moby 
Dick was first published under the title, The Whale. In 1954, Texas Instruments 
announced the first transistor radio. In 1967, the Soviet Venera 4 probe reached 
Venus, becoming the first spacecraft to...’’ He trailed. My cell phone was ringing. 

The fog of a dream dispersed, and I began to forget the flurry of 
images as I blinked away sleep. There had been a large sub sandwich, wearing a 
tuxedo, holding me hostage in a bank vault. As the sandwich talked, mustard 
dripped down the collar onto a bowtie. I couldn’t remember what the sandwich 
said. The phone was still in my pants pocket. Still fully clothed, I was laying on top 
of the covers. I answered it. 

“Yo.” 

“Yo, V. Let me know when it’s go time. I’m in uniform, reporting 
for duty,” said Squelch. 

“Oh, sorry. Just woke up. Yeah, uh. Give me just a sec. Keep your 
earpiece in.” I hung up, slid out of bed, and rubbed my forehead, trying to 
remember the previous night. It wasn’t pleasant. 

Recapping the day before felt like sorting through an inbox full of 
spam and cryptic drivel. Subject lines floated through my mind: “Kidnappers know 
your name, want you to join them!” and “Magic doors are real! Learn this villain’s 
trick for disappearing into dumpsters! Doctors hate him!” I sat at the desk in the 
corner of my room and booted up my laptop, preparing to help Squelch search 
Plummer’s house for clues. It dawned on me then that the mission was vital, since 
now I had no leads to my father’s disappearance. A video window showed 
Squelch’s face, reflected in a cracked mirror. I said, “Can you hear me?” 

Squelch smiled, nodded, and said, “Ten-four, good buddy. Headed 
out the door now. That lady lives right down the street from me.” The camera 
shook as he talked and adjusted the hardhat, walking through his parents’ trailer. 

“Ok, let me go grab a coffee. Don’t approach her front door until I 
say so.” 

“You got it. HEY MA, (1M GOING OUT!” he shouted as he passed 
through the hallway. Squelch hated being there. He always said his parents were 
nuts. They had mirrors on nearly every inside wall of the trailer, most salvaged 
from the trash. Some were just sheets of aluminum foil stapled to the fake wood 
paneling. Did I mention that Squelch’s folks are a bit weird? 

My head was pounding. I wandered off to the kitchen. Valarie had 
left for work. She left me some coffee. A Post-It was stuck to the coffee pot. It said, 
in her meticulous handwriting, “GET A JOB! Love you, Val.” I got back to my 
room, mug in hand, and saw Squelch pull his car up to Maria Plummer’s house. 


Rain splattered the windshield. There was a PT Cruiser in the driveway, and the 
closed blinds prevented us from peeking in. “Go ahead,” I told him. Squelch trotted 
up to the house and rang the doorbell under the shiny number 29 on the brick wall 
beside the door. A few seconds passed. I said, “Remember, tell her you’re with the 
city and you need to look at her toilet.” 

The door opened an inch, stopped by the chain. There was an eye 
and a hand visible in the crack. Squelch delivered his line. Silence hung for a 
moment. The eye vanished. The door shut and stayed shut. Squelch murmured, 
“Well...Hello?!” He continued staring at the door. I drank a sip of coffee. Maybe 
this was a dead end. Maybe Plummer was totally unrelated to my father. I asked 
KIP silently for the door-cam feed again, and it popped up on my laptop screen, 
next to the hard-hat cam. One shot of the door closed and swaying gently, the other 
camera showing the top of Squelch’s forehead, framed by the hat, PT Cruiser 
behind him in the driveway. I said, “Maybe she needed to get dressed.” 

Just then, the door opened wide. Squelch said, “Hi! May I- 
AAUGH!” A horrible smacking sound, like a rung bell, resounded. His camera 
dropped to the ground. A big round black shape smacked him on the head in the 
door cam view, and he fell. 

“Woah, Squelch, are you ok?!” I shouted. He stayed on his stomach 
for a moment before being dragged inside by a hunched woman wearing a blue 
blouse and khakis. She was holding a frying pan in her right hand. Shortly after 
dragging Squelch in, she shut the door behind her. She left the hardhat on the porch 
with its camera staring uselessly at the bottom of the door. I was all action, no 
hesitation, suddenly very awake. 

‘KIP, has she got a webcam?’ I thought loudly, simultaneously 
swiping at my phone and ordering an Uber. Seven minutes, Red Mazda 3 driven by 
Jessica. I knew her face from her other job at the Taco Butt. Small town. 

“No webcam or microphone device in the Plummer house,” KIP 
said, taking a little too long to answer. I thought back to the incident the previous 
night. KIP made a strange noise. Nervously, I packed a bag, stomped across the 
hall to the kitchen, and swung violently down the stairs to the basement. Halfway 
across the dark and musty basement floor, I stopped dead in my tracks. A big 
glowing purple door sat in the corner. I blinked. ‘KIP, what is that?’ A pause. 
*KIP?’ 

“That is a door. I don’t know where it leads. I’ve never seen it 
before. It was not there the last time we were here.” KIP answered in a clipped 
tone. 

‘K.’ Ignore that for now. I scrambled over a few boxes in front of an 
abandoned desk, crammed darkly into the corner of the basement like a burrowing 
animal in a hole. When I pressed the button hidden on the ceiling of the center 
drawer, the animal rose from its crouch. The desk transformed, unfolding into a 


jagged, spiked monster of rotating metal rods. It settled again into the shape of a 
squat bookshelf, revealing a rack of what I had always thought of as “Dad’s Alien 
Guns”. I’ve investigated this strange science junk my father kept before. Though I 
had neverplayed with any of the weapons. They looked fierce and military, with 
lots of black metal and muzzles and scopes, in strange constructions that didn’t 
look quite right. Three barrels on a pistol, one that resembled a water gun. I 
grabbed the least threatening-looking one, a taser-rod. It had grip-tape on the 
handle and a pair of metal pincers at the business end. I clicked the thumb trigger, 
and the pincers sparked. I threw it into my bag. There was a noise from behind me, 
a nasty wet slapping coming from the big purple door. I wheeled around in terror. 
The light behind the door flickered. Something wanted out. 

“Your Uber driver is five minutes away.” KIP chirped. 

I pressed the button on the shelf that set it back to “Boring Old Desk 
Mode,” and crossed the room to inspect the purple door. The spot where it sprouted 
into existence was just a wall yesterday. It had a golden knob, wood completed the 
rest of it. The slapping stopped, replaced by silence. I turned the knob, gripping the 
taserrod in my left hand, but it wouldn’t budge. I stepped back, and then it hit me. 
Purple Door, Purple Key! The key is in my pocket! Bring the key to the basement 
and the door will appear! Dad gave me the key so I could have my own magic 
door! Whatever is behind it is gonna help me find him. 

How was I so naive? I thought I had all the tools I needed for what 
lay ahead. I didn’t even glance at the truly dangerous-seeming Alien Guns. Ugh. 

I unlocked the door. When I opened it, a blinding white light spilled 
out. The light shimmered, inviting me in. I leaned in, then jerked back out and to 
the side. I heard the wet slapping sound increase drastically in volume and 
frequency. It sounded like a planeload of plungers dropping on top of me during a 
tropical rainstorm. The sound culminated in the eruption of a big green seahorse 
with thirteen limp tentacles, squishing through the door. I screamed, slammed the 
door shut behind it, pocketed the key, and skidded into the corner across the 
basement from my father’s desk. Behind me sat the cellar door that led out to my 
father’s garden. I knew a big chain and padlock locked it from the outside. I peered 
at the monster as it floated three feet off the floor. It wandered away from me. It 
found the stairs that led back up to the house. The thing was the size of a golf cart. 
Two white billiard ball eyes perched above the thing’s wiggly snout. The door at 
the top of the stairs was open, light streaming from the kitchen. 

The Jolly Green Giant Seahorse sniffed the air in that direction, 
slowly levitating up the stairs. As I inched towards the beast, I smelled it. It smelled 
so strong that it seemed to give off heat. It was rank with rot and mold and an odd 
sweetness. As I edged forward, I kicked a rusty shovel. The shovel’s metallic 
clamor stung my eardrums. The Giant Green Alien Seahorse rounded on me. I felt 
hypnotized by those two swollen googly eyes. They looked fake, as if glued. Each 


black dot of pupil lolled around, irrespective of what the other eye was doing. I 
wasn’t sure if the thing could see me, but I knew it could tell I was there. 

I sprang at the thing, stabbing my taser-rod into its soft underbelly. 
Too soft. The rod went right through and kept going. This empty thrust caused me 
to waver off balance and stumble. The Stinky Green Seahorse Ghost turned its head 
and growled at me. It bristled and wiggled its randomly placed body tentacles. A 
spiky, webbed, dark green crest grew on its neck. It charged. Its excessively toothy 
mouth opened in a snarl. Its googly eyes rolled backward, and its pupils 
disappeared. I dodged at the last second and the Giant Green Ghost Seahorse 
Octopus Bullet blasted past me. The thing must have noticed the sliver of sunlight 
beaming through the hatch that led outside. It rammed through, reducing the small 
plywood door to a sprinkle of splinters and nails. 

Only then did I consider I should focus on “containing” the monster 
I had just released to roam the earth. I ran out of the basement, chasing the Ghost 
Mutant Octopus Seahorse Fugitive at full speed. I was unsure what I would do if I 
found it. The rain beat down on me, and mud splashed up my pants as I ran. I found 
it at the other end of a row of flowering hedges. It dissolved and squeezed itself 
into a nearby azalea bush. The Giant Magic Mutant Seahorse Azalea sprouted vine 
legs and two big branch arms. It looked like an unusually lively shrub shoving 
through a crowd of bush statues. The Stinky Ghost Seahorse Shrub Mutant 
clambered into the trees that marked the edge of our property, and I knew Id never 
find it. It hadn’t disappeared how a deer might. The leaves and vines shivered as it 
entered the forest. They curled and embraced the Wild Thing. I peered into the 
kudzu-covered trees and brush in vain. A honk sounded behind me, and I gave up 
on the search. I remembered Squelch was in trouble. I tore off toward the street and 
my Uber. 

To Jessica, I shouted, “Mariner’s Mill Lane, as fast as you can!” 

“Hey Victory, sure thing. Just try not to get the car too messy.” The 
interior of the Mazda I had stepped into was immaculately clean, except for the big 
brown stains on the carpet underneath my muddy boots. I flushed red with 
embarrassment, but I don’t think Jessica noticed. She locked her eyes on the road, 
driving rather fast for a residential neighborhood in the rain. After speeding into 
downtown, she turned back onto a residential road at the next intersection. She 
stopped to let an elderly woman cross the street. 

“Jessica, do you know Sam Welch?” I asked while we waited. 

“Yeah, skinny guy, skinnier mustache?” 

“That’s him. Look, he’s in trouble. I’m on a rescue mission. Can I 
trust you?” 

“Yeah, of course, but, rescue mission? Is it an emergency? Did you 
call the cops?” 

“No, technically, he was committing a crime. Look, don’t worry 


about that, ok? This isn’t about that. He’s just being held hostage by...a lady.” 

“A lady?!” Jessica sounded more confused by that than anything 
else I said. 

She turned left on Claypool Road. 

“T’ve got to get him out of her house, where she’s most likely got 
him tied to a chair or something, but It would be nice to have a getaway driver 
waiting.” 

Jessica thought it over, and we pulled up to the intersection of 
Claypool and Mariner’s Mill. “No sweat.” She agreed, “But shouldn’t I come in 
with you? What if this ‘lady’ attacks you?” She turned toward me. I held up the 
taser-rod and clicked it on. Bzzt! “Ahh,” she said, flatly. She looked worried. “You 
know, you smell terrible. I don’t know what you’re mixed up in, but consider 
changing clothes first, maybe contacting the authorities...” 

“Don’t worry,” I said, miffed. “You just need to wait for us to come 
out again. We’re not criminals. He was only impersonating a city official! Here! 
Stop here! Circle around the block, please!” I skulked off to the side of the house, 
trying to avoid the door-cam view. Maria could be watching. The hard hat was still 
on the porch. I crunched the leaves under my feet as quietly as possible. I was 
looking for a place to sneak in. KIP spoke up, “I found it. An open window.” There 
it was, right past a small concrete patio, a few feet off the ground. I reached it by 
climbing onto the AC unit. I squinted to see inside. It was too dark. I dragged 
myself over the windowsill, falling to the floor. I got up and stayed as still as I 
could. My eyes adjusted to the dim light of the house. I was in a bathroom, and the 
door in front of me was open. The house smelled like cat litter. It was freezing and 
musty in there. A gooey brown slime caked the doorknob. 

Utter quiet, and then, “MMMMPH! HRRGHH!” off to my left. 
Muffled shouting. An image formed in my mind. Squelch, tied up and gagged, held 
hostage. Cautiously, I leaned out of the bathroom door, checking if the coast was 
clear. The shouting turned into a desperate whimper. I detected no movement in the 
house, but my mouth dropped open. Plants covered this house. Cactus, flowers, ivy, 
trees, and grasses. They stretched all the way into what appeared to be the living 
room, a packed crowd of leafy bystanders. Maybe it was just the standard breaking- 
and-entering paranoia, but I felt like they were watching me. 

I followed the whimpering noise into another room, full of green, 
leafy plants floating in pots of wet brown muck. A raggedy tabby cat was violently 
chewing on a plant in the hall. The muck was leaking off the dining table here. A 
dish cabinet holding a coffee maker stood against one wall. KIP silently identified 
the fancy coffee pot as a Jura brand. It cost six thousand dollars and looked like a 
very advanced bomb. I yearned for a latte. Pictures of Phil and Maria adorned the 
walls. Grimy dirt water puddled the floor, too thin to form mud. A network of pipes 
on the ceiling dripped water. I gripped the taser-rod. Every step I took made a 


gentle splish. 

I walked across the room, looking over my shoulder and trying to 
listen harder. The whimpering died off. In my mind, the image of Squelch, tied to a 
chair, slumped into despair. I powered across the floor. Splash, splash, clink, clink! 
I spun around, hearing what sounded like a spoon knocking against a glass. I 
squinted into the dark corners of the kitchen. Could Maria be behind a plant 
wielding a frying pan? The plants stood sarcastically still, seeming to say, “What? 
We didn’t hear anything.” I walked back to the living room. 

A wine glass fell off the top shelf of the dish cabinet to my right. It 
hit the floor and exploded, shards scattering into the potted plants crowded around 
the cabinet. Another two glasses fell, landing in plant pots with two unceremonious 
splats. A crooked green vine wiggled its way out of the cabinet door, pushing out 
more glasses. The vine twitched and twisted as it attached to the outside of the 
cabinet. I watched it in horror. Two more curling vines stretched out into view. I 
gasped when the vines sprouted thorns and became rigid. Idiotically, this convinced 
me to draw closer to the cabinet. I frowned in disgust, peering inside. I jumped 
backward again. Out of the cabinet crawled a gigantic green bug. Not a bug. It had 
bug legs and bug pincers. It had a bug shape, except for a neon green face that 
resembled a pug dog with fake ping-pong ball googly eyes. Its wrinkled forest- 
green body was the size of a loaf of bread. It looked like a walking ball of 
discarded sausage links. Supremely grody. It was leaking a thin brown soup from 
its abdomen. It looked more solid than the last monster I hung out with. Less 
wispy, more visceral. I suddenly felt angry at the bug thing for being alive. I 
clicked the taser-rod to life. It sparked. A low growl came from the bug thing as it 
squatted, preparing to pounce. The thing’s crosseyed glare straightened out to fix 
on me. I nearly wet myself. The monster leaped across the room at me with 
terrifying speed. 

I turned and fled into a dim hallway, where the panicked sound of 
muffled screaming had started up again. My heart pounded. This was a new record 
for me. Two encounters with monsters in one day. You know, I thought about the 
whole thing in a disconnected way at this terrifying moment. I wondered if I’d 
passed many of these creatures over the years, and the ones today just happened to 
be angry at me for some reason. I thought it must be my fault this monster was 
hanging around in a stranger’s house. It didn’t give off “beloved family pet” 
energy. 

I tripped on a plant, spraying myself with mud, and tumbling into a 
bedroom at the end of the hall. I kicked the door between me and the bug thing. 
The carpet was wet and smelled like a dead fish. Menacing beetle legs as thick as 
my tongue squeezed under the door, trying to reach me. The room was windowless, 
dark, and stuffy. A pair of once-white sneakers kicked four inches from my face as 
I looked up from the floor. I scrambled away on my hands and knees. I recognized 


the rest of the figure attached to the shoes. Squelch was, in fact, tied to a chair, with 
duct tape over his mouth. His eyes were wide open in shock. A shivering mass of 
fleshy green wrinkles was crawling up his neck, sticking a leg into his ear. 

A glance over my shoulder revealed the other Pug Bug now had 
most of its body flattened and shoved through the crack under the door. I screamed 
while stabbing with the taser at the bug attached to Squelch’s face. It shrieked and 
sailed, across the room to collide with the wall. I wheeled around to attack the other 
bug. Gone. I wheeled again. 

A bright baby blue door now stood in the spot where the Green Ugly 
Pug Bug creature had dented the drywall. The seam of the door glowed with light. 
The doorknob turned. Squelch looked as far to the left as he could. He saw my 
expression and tried to look behind him, falling over with the chair in the process. 
He must have thought it was a great time to start his strangled screaming again. 
From behind the blue door, a human figure stepped out and ran forward, arms 
outstretched. I flinched. The last Green Pug Bug thing dived off the ceiling onto 
Squelch’s face. The figure from the blue door grabbed the bug thing and pulled it 
away from my friend’s forehead. I blinked and KIP labeled the face of the woman 
standing in front of me. Her mane of red hair was frizzy and insanely off-balance. 
Maria Plummer. 

She didn’t look so old in person. She was wearing a white lab coat 
and holding what looked like a plastic hamster ball. Inside was a smaller version of 
the bug monster, floating peacefully. She had captured it. Maria pressed on the 
walls of the ball and the whole thing shrank. She squeezed it with both hands until 
it was the size of a marble. She pocketed it and stooped to pick up the body of the 
other creature. Squelch grunted from the floor. I knelt and freed him from his duct 
tape bonds. Maria stored the second bug like the first. 

Squelch rubbed his face and said, “I told you!” He stood up and 
shrank toward the regular non-blue non-magic door. “I don’t know anything! Ask 
around! I’m known for not knowing anything!” 

Maria straightened up and fixed us with a disapproving look. She 
studied my face. I cleared my throat and asked, “What are those things?” 

A smile curled one side of her mouth. She answered with a question: 
“Your Dad never told you about Brain Fleas?” 


“Ha!” I scoffed. “Brain-Eating Flea! What did it want with Squelch then? He 
doesn’t have any brains to eat.” Squelch didn’t protest or shoot me a look. He 
nodded vigorously beside me. 

Maria’s eyes locked onto the taser-rod in my hand. “Victory Isadora 
Mission. Tsk, tsk.” She knelt towards me, reaching out to disarm me. I jerked away 
and aimed the business end of the taserrod at her. “No need to be nervous. You’ re 
not in trouble, even though you clearly haven’t been behaving.” She crept closer to 
me. 

“Hey!” Squelch shouted at her. He was holding a lamp over his 
head, poised to throw. “You don’t know who you’re messing with, lady! This 
chick’s got magic powers!” He was nodding his head in my direction. “Victory can 
fry your mind with a look. She can decode any code and break out of any jail! She 
can talk to bears and has agents surrounding your yard right now! You’re doomed!” 
Squelch was providing the distraction I needed. Plummer was enraptured and not 
looking at me. I sank to the floor and tied her shoelaces together. She wore clunky 
white sneakers. As soon as I finished tying, her laughing was interrupted as she fell 
flat on her face, trying to grab Squelch. 

“Aghh!” she cried as she hit the floor. Squelch and I pinned her 
arms and held her down. 

“Where did those...Brain Fleas...come from?” I asked. 

Maria was no longer laughing at us, no longer amused. “The South 
Pole. Don’t play dumb. Just take me to your father. We have grown-up things to 
talk about.” 

“Wh—what?” 

“You heard me. I know he’s been avoiding me. I just want to talk to 
him.” She sighed and stopped resisting. 

“You don’t know where he is? You and your magic door and your 
crazy house and your crazy husband and your stupid fleas! You didn’t kidnap him? 
This is just an unrelated pile of nonsense? UUGGGH!” I got up in disgust. “What 
is your deal!?” 

“They’re not MY fleas. I locked mine up. And they’re not stupid; 
you’d do well not to underestimate them. Also, the door is not magic. It’s science.” 
She got up, pushing Squelch away and dusting herself off. The brown carpet water 
now stained her white lab coat. 

I gaped. ‘Not magic, science,’ was one of my father’s catchphrases. 

“Plummertis Ameboid.” She pulled a marble out of her pocket and 
inflated it to its original size. The Brain Flea slept lifelessly, floating in the orb. 
“First discovered at the North Pole. The parasitic drone iteration of the greater 
Plummertis Cephalopoid genus. The Ameboid is adept at physiological invasion 
and manipulation.” She adopted a patronizing tone. “They crawl into your ear and 
flatten to squeeze into the space between one’s brain and skull. Symptoms include 


generalized confusion, incapacitating fixation on minutiae, and a catastrophic 
shedding of non-osteo tissue, not to mention spontaneous cranial combustion. They 
habituate and migrate via odorous refuse and dilapidated, or senescent edifices. 
Propagation epidemic scenario appears exponential superlative and potentially 
globally terminal.” She was staring into the ball like a madwoman again, eyes 
wide, seeing something I didn’t see. “Detection of hosts and hives is largely a 
deductive exercise. Although unverified methods of assisted diagnosis exist, 
containment was inevitably futile. The Plummertis Cephalopoid fossil specimens 
have been dated to approximately 56 billion years ago. Earth is more their home 
than ours.” 

I blinked. Squelch said, *Uhhh...” 

I spoke up, thinking I understood most of it. “Back up. 
‘Spontaneous Cranial Combustion’? You can’t just say words in whatever order 
you want. How do we know if what you say is true? You smacked Squelch with a 
skillet!’ Maria pocketed the flea in his prison. She bent double. From her sock, she 
produced a small gray rectangle: a device bearing a glowing screen that blinked 
into action as Maria pointed it first at me, and then at Squelch. 

“Piece of stinking junk...modulated cascade frequency or 
something.” She muttered to herself as she studied the screen. Apparently, like a 
vampire’s bathroom mirror, the screen didn’t show her what she wanted to see. 
“Well, I don’t have any proof that you’re infected.” She dropped the device. 

“What is that? Some type of monster detector?” 

Maria rolled her eyes. I made a mental note to think of a better 
nickname for the thing. “I stole it from your father’s office. It’s useless. It only 
identifies the infected after it’s too late.” 

“Too late for what? The bug making your head explode!?” 

“Too late to administer the cure. Seriously now, I’ve got work to do, 
children. I don’t have time for this. If your father wants to fake his own death or 
kidnapping or whatever, again, then I will have to find someone else from the old 
team to help me put this to rest.” 

“Heh, no, no, no. I’m not letting you leave here until you explain, in 
English, what in the holy guacamole is going on. How do you know my dad?” 
Maria nervously eyed the taser in my hand. She held her hands up in a surrendering 
gesture. 

She dug into her pocket again, one hand still held up. “Oh, Victory. 
Your father must not have told you anything. I’m sure he had his reasons, but it’s 
not the choice I would have made...” she trailed off. She held out a tablet 
computer, swiping through pictures. A stream of cat memes swiped away before I 
could read them. Maria stopped swiping when she reached a white screen. She held 
out the tablet to me as if showing me something noteworthy. Staring at it, I moved 
closer and saw faint gray and black smudges on the screen. I reached out to wipe 


off the smears on the tablet. The image grew larger. Faintly, I could make out my 
father’s face, much younger than I had ever seen him. He was looking at the 
camera, wearing a furry hat, smiling, but little else was visible in the blizzard 
surrounding him. I ran a finger across the screen and found another cluster of barely 
visible faces. His companions focused on applying a gigantic crowbar to something 
buried beneath a snowdrift. I noticed Marie Plummer amongst them. She was 
frowning at the ground. I looked up at her. 

Maria was tapping her foot. When she saw the look of confusion in 
my eyes, she hurried through an explanation. “That’s a picture of the first Antarctic 
Zeugmatography expedition. Your father was there with me, along with my 
husband Phil, Francesca Kilter, Henry Inglehoff, and Greta Pickle. We went to 
Antarctica to find evidence of our hypothesis that the continent hosted life 
approximately 50,000 years ago. What we found was... unexpected. At least, it was 
to me. Your father led that expedition. He knew exactly where to go, and at our 
first zeugmatographic survey, we found an aberration in the readouts. The hatch 
was...” 

KIP had been talking over her, reminding me I heard three of those 
names for the first time yesterday. I still had no reason to trust her. I wouldn’t help 
her out if she wouldn’t do the same for me. “Hold on,” I piped up, 
“Zeugmatography? You made that up.” 

“It’s commonly known today as Magnetic Resonance Imaging, an 
MRI. We were using a prototype device to monitor the possible presence of unseen 
fauna frozen in the deepest polar ice. It was cheaper and faster than drilling. Later, 
we were all operatives of the fledgling Polar Ice Zoological Zeugmatography 
Agency.” She whipped open the lapel of her lab coat to reveal a shiny round badge 
that read P.I.Z.Z.A. in a friendly font. 

I groaned. Talking to this lady was like playing tennis with a black 
hole. She just sucked up my questions and emanated a soft aura of a dangerous 
mystery. “Earlier you said that you found this in my dad’s office,” I brandished the 
monster detector at her. It blinked slowly as I hit its only button. “My dad doesn’t 
have an office. Unless you mean the basement. But he never goes in there. He’s 
always in the garden.” 

Maria did something I did not expect. She smiled more genuinely 
than before. Clearly, she remembered my father fondly. “In the UnderMall. He has 
an office there behind the far wall...”” Something occurred to her. “There’s 
somewhere I forgot to check. Let’s go back to the UnderMall, together. I want to 
get this cleared up for you. It’s very important to me.” She pulled out a ludicrous 
number of multicolored keys on a large ring. The change in her tone gave me 
pause, but she grabbed both of us by the shoulders and spun us around, following 
and ushering. We reached the door to the rest of the house and turned our heads to 
look at her. She leapt across the room and threw open the magic blue door. The 


door shut behind her. I reached it just in time to wedge my foot in and grip the 
knob. 

Disobediently, the door slammed and the glow behind it 
disappeared. The passage through the doorframe became a solid white slab of 
drywall again. The frame disappeared. For one awkward split second, it left me 
with only a disintegrating doorknob in my hand. Then nothing. The house again 
became an empty relic of a deranged weirdo who ruined the place and took off. 

We searched that place up and down. We flagged Jessica, waiting in 
her car. She agreed to help. We didn’t know what we were looking for, and we 
found little. There were a couple of pictures of Maria and Phil on the walls, one 
toothbrush and tube of toothpaste in the bathroom, and a gigantic mountain of 
opened postal boxes in one bedroom. The house seemed fake, set up to look like a 
real crazy person’s residence, but just a glorified mailbox for an absentee evil 
genius. What a depressing thought. I gave Jessica $50 bucks for waiting around for 
me. I waved away her questions about what kind of trouble Squelch and I were in. 
She left for work at Taco Butt. 

Squelch took me to his house after that. I stared out the car window 
in a daze. The world seemed to be tinted a different color. A thick haze fell over the 
mailboxes, picket fences, and barking dogs on the way. 

Once inside, I sat on Squelch’s bed. It was the only piece of 
furniture in his room. He paced the short distance of the floor, rambling, “We'll go 
to the Canada. We’ll just pick up and go. Peter will help us out. He’s got all kinds 
of plans for the apocalypse. Honestly, I think he’ll be stoked when I tell him.” 

This jolted me out of my despair. “First off, it’s not THE Canada, 
it’s just Canada! And we don’t have passports! Secondly, you can’t tell 
ANYBODY!” I shouted at him. His face fell as he looked up at me. “I’m sorry for 
yelling. You can’t, though. Not your brother, not your friends, nobody. We don’t 
even know that what she said is true. “ 

“You saw those things, V!” 

“T don’t know what I saw, but I saw another one earlier. The same 
monster, maybe, but bigger. At my house. I’ve got one of those keys.” I pulled the 
purple key out and showed it to him. “We’re definitely in deep trouble, Squelch, 
but I don’t know why.” Everyone on the planet was in deep trouble. Every clue I 
found turned out either useless or too late to help me unjunk this situation. I felt 
numb. At that moment, I looked down and saw a ragged scrap of purple paper 
hanging out of the pouch where the key lived. How had I missed that? I tugged at 
it. I groaned as I read it. 

“What is that?” Squelch asked. I held it up for him to read. 

In my father’s handwriting, it said, “Dear Victory, keep this key 
safe. DO NOT OPEN THE PURPLE DOOR. EVER. Beware of the Brain Fleas. 
Pll be back soon! Love, Dad.” 


Squelch looked quizzical. “You didn’t open ‘the purple door, did 
you?” 

“Uuuuugh. You bet I did. It’s in my basement. A monster came out 
of it.” I sighed and ripped up the note, stuffing the shreds in my pocket. 

Squelch made us veggie quesadillas and sat at the foot of the bed 
while we waited for his brother. His parents sat in the living room watching 
daytime television. I couldn’t reach Valarie on her phone. I tried over and over. She 
was working late that day. I softly panicked, wanting to tell her not to go home, 
that certain death lurked in there. Briefly, I considered going down to the hospital 
to find her and warn her. I didn’t know what I would say. As far as she was 
concerned, I was supposed to be out right now, looking for a job. I stared at myself 
in one of the infinite number of mirrors around the house, even extending into 
Squelch’s bedroom. I felt bad for him. Most teens have posters and stuff on their 
walls. I fixed my hair, but not because we were going to see Peter. I just suddenly 
cared that I had cat litter and mud in my afro. 

I decided right then that it was okay to tell Peter Welch. He was 
Squelch’s brother, after all. He was 2 years older than us and maybe he’d know 
what to do. I was at a loss, KIP whirring in my head, spouting scattered 
information. He told me that P.I.Z.Z.A was an actual organization, officially started 
in 1987. It was unaffiliated with any Antarctic expeditions. Its stated goal was to 
“Search for obliviated archaeology at the poles.” 

I thought I was on some sort of prank show. Some smarmy TV host 
in a suit would pop out from behind a curtain at any moment. He’d laugh and slap 
me on the back. A cameraman would follow him furiously, zooming in on me to 
lap up my reaction. My life was ruined. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone, 
smarmy or not, was definitely laughing at me. I was unconscious in a dentist’s 
office somewhere, dreaming all of this while being tortured. Someone was outside 
the window watching as their sick plan came to fruition. 

Squelch was helping. I think he knew I needed a minute to process 
our encounter. He took the whole thing pretty well. He was pacing, sure, but he 
slowed down when he saw it was bothering me. I didn’t even have to ask. He said, 
“Do you want sympathy or distraction?” 

“Distraction.” I didn’t hesitate, and Squelch looked nervous. 

“Who would win in a fight, football or golf?” 

“Well, obviously-,” I paused and reconsidered. “Golf. Golf would 
stab you in the back any day of the week. It’s the evilest, most ruthless sport in 
existence. The bright green paint hides the blood. Not only are they using up 6 
million acres of presumably arable land that could feed people, but they are 
consuming monstrous amounts of water. And tied right in are the ghouls in suits 
who use the golf course to chill and broker deals to destroy the earth and poison 
everyone on it. For money.” 


I suppose that’s a dark thing to say, but Squelch smiled. I did too. 
He started firing questions at me as a distraction from the wait for Peter, “Boom!” 
Squelch says ‘boom’ to mean ‘yes’ or ‘true’. He says it a lot. 

“Yo V, if an egg is a shell that holds a baby animal, then is a baby 
turtle still an egg?” He asked it with an invested look on his face. As if his 
nonexistent dog would drop dead if Squelch didn’t find out the answer soon. 

“Yes, even an old tortoise is an egg,” I smirked. He knew I enjoyed 
these, and he spent more time looking at memes than I did. 

“Is a hotdog a sandwich?” 

“We covered that one.” 

“Boom. Is hot sauce a salad dressing?” 

“Depends on the salad.” 

“Why does nothing else in the world smell like boogers?” 

I snorted. “What? Boogers don’t even have a smell.” 

“Oh yes, they do, trust me. Um... what’s the opposite of a fruit 
cocktail?” 

“..1 don’t know, tell me.” 

“A cute foxtail.” 

“IT hate that one.” I cradled my head in my hands for multiple 
reasons. He really was helping. Bless him, he tries. 

“If the world isn’t a simulation, why don’t your neighbors’ lawns 
grow as fast as yours does?” 

I thought for a minute. “That’s freaky.” 

“Did you know that nobody has ever been inside an empty room? 
Or that your brain is an alien parasite that’s hijacking your body?” 

“Oh god! Why would you say that? That! Thing!” I broke down. I 
didn’t mean to. I’m sure Squelch felt horrible, and I wasn’t helping, but I couldn’t 
help it. The Brain Flea made its way inside my eyelids with a single lopsided look. 

When Peter got home, he had a casual screaming match with his 
parents. “I’7M HOME!” He shouted. 

The Welch parents came back full force, yelling over each other, 
’You’re late!) YOU’RE LATE!! Did you go to the store? DID YOU GO TO THE 
STORE? Cheese puffs? DID YOU GET CHEESE PUFFS?!—” “YES! KITCHEN!” 
Peter dropped the bags of groceries he was holding on the counter. “Y’ ALL CAN 
PUT THE FOOD AWAY!” He made a dash for his room, holding a pile of 
precariously balanced snacks. He almost dropped the whole smorgasbord when he 
found Squelch and me waiting like lonely puppies. We were blocking the hallway. 
He read our faces before we could explain ourselves. He pushed past. He turned 
back to wave us on with his head. Peter wore an amused, yet sincere, smile. He let 
us into his sanctum, despite the ‘No Trespassing’ sign taped over a cracked mirror 
on the door. 


Squelch and I followed, and Peter dumped a load of snacks into 
Squelch’s arms. Instead of using a key, Peter unlocked his door by flipping open 
the doorknob and punching in a number on a hidden keypad there. I watched 
carefully, listening for the four quiet beeps, unique for every number. KIP 
displayed the pin number he detected: 7383. Pete, when translated to a phone 
keypad. Real secure. 

Inside, the room was dark. The storm outside had turned noon into 
midnight. Peter gestured with a wave and a deft maneuver of his lips around a 
cheese puff that Squelch should drop the snacks on the bed. I closed the door 
behind us, and Peter turned away to boot up his desktop computer and its huge 
monitor. He promptly swiped an immense pile of old chip bags and candy wrappers 
off of the folding chair next to the computer. He patted the seat, and I sat in it. 
Immediately, he started clacking away at the keyboard. On the The screen, 
displayed a game in which Peter’s avatar was a green alien dog with antler-like 
antennae. The dog wandered around a suburban neighborhood, eating cats. Peter, 
not looking at me, tossed a bag of chocolate-coated pretzels my way. I tore into 
them. 

He asked out of the corner of his mouth, “So, what’s up? Y’all need 
something?” 

“Boom.” 


Peter had the most normal bedroom in the Welch family trailer. He had posters. 
They were cool ones, too. One was clearly for a metal band, depicting a group of 
skeletons riding live horses. The horses were on fire. Their hooves trampled 
angrylooking flowers with toothy mouths, biting back. 

The band was called Tortured Blood. I couldn’t read the gnarled 
script of their name written at the top, but KIP image-searched the poster and 
identified it for me. KIP identified the song Peter was listening to: “The Cyborg 
Kindly Requests” by Tortured Blood. Their first album. Silently, I felt assured that 
I could carry on a long conversation about them if KIP fed me my lines. 

As I explained my situation to Peter, I studied the poster’s artwork 
and crunched on pretzels. I didn’t want to make eye contact while I told the story. I 
thought I might cry. Squelch piped up whenever the story involved him as I went 
into as much detail as I felt appropriate. That helped because I felt stupid about the 
whole thing. I told Peter about the night at the lab before it blew up; the code 
hidden in the obituaries, the evil book club, the insane scientist lady, the horrible 
smelly squid thing, the fleas. “And I have no way of knowing if it’s true. I have to 
get my dad back, dude. I can’t just go about business as usual, pretending 
everything is ok.” I finished, worked up into a huff. Peter just continued clacking 
away behind me. I assumed he was disinterested, playing his game, ignoring his 
naive little brother and his psychotic friend. 

I turned around and was surprised to see the screen was full of 
different browser windows. Wikipedia, WebMD, and a few other sites that I didn’t 
immediately recognize. Peter swiveled in his chair and looked me square in the 
eyes and my soul. He believed me, and I saw that right away. “Do you still have 
that taser-rod?” He inquired, entirely serious. Not smiling, eyes burning with 
something. I nodded at Squelch, who crept from Peter’s room to his own to get the 
weapon. I got very nervous as Peter continued to just stare at me. Something put 
him deep in thought. I can only describe the face he made by saying that it looked 
like he had expected this weirdly specific set of events to happen for many years. 

It occurred to me I hadn’t used the Monster Detector on Peter. We 
pointed it at Squelch’s parents earlier and got no strange reactions from the device. 
Peter wasn’t asking about the Monster Detector. He was asking about the only 
weapon I had that could hurt the Brain Fleas. Isn’t that exactly what a monster 
would do? ‘Logically, yes, but that proves nothing.’ said KIP, flatly. 

I fumbled in my pocket for the Detector. Peter didn’t notice. He was 
miles away, staring through my head into space. Squelch came back, and I took 
advantage of the distraction to point the Detector at him. Nothing. Whew. 

Peter took the rod and looked it over. He turned it upside down and 
stared at the handle covered with ugly yellow grip tape. Peter peeled it off without 
asking. At the end of the tape’s long, twisted scroll, was a folded piece of paper. 
Peter didn’t notice. He was busy scrutinizing the taser. I picked up the paper, 


unfolded it, read, and a tear escaped my eye. I steeled myself again. The note was 
another message from my father. It said: 


“Victory, this is yours. May it serve you well. 
—Dad.” 


Peter made an exaggerated “Aha!” noise, like a satisfied prospector 
finding gold. He turned the taser around to show me what he had found. The metal 
surface of the handle was sticky with leftover tape adhesive. Engraved were the 
words ‘Scepter 359-QS-56 Inglehoff Industries Inc’. Peter left me holding the taser 
and spun back to his computer. He searched for the model number. No 
comprehensible results. I knew this already. KIP was much faster. “That’s not your 
average taser, Victory. Your dad was, or is, definitely mixed up in something 
serious. Look at this.” Peter was pointing to a map on the screen. A real legitimate 
source called Talesofthebizarre.com or something similar. The crude map showed 
the southern tip of Africa. Under that, where Peter was pointing, the map depicted a 
green landmass with cartoon drawings of antlered rabbits, winged llamas, and six- 
legged cows. KIP was showing me the Inglehoff Industries Wikipedia page. I 
didn’t pay close attention, but the words “Illegal Arms Dealing Accusations,” in 
bold print, caught my eye. 

“The guy who made this map was a 15th-century nobleman, 
working from several ancient sources. It shows Antarctica,’ Peter prodded the 
green island at the bottom of the map. “And it’s green! It has rivers and animals. I 
know it sounds crazy, but Antarctica used to be civilized. It disappeared from most 
records, but a couple of maps like this one have survived.” He clicked over to 
another tab. An article on conspiracy theories on an educational humor website, “In 
1977, Inglehoff Industries bought up a bunch of artifacts like that. Maps, writings, 
ancient art. Phil Plummer and his wife worked for Inglehoff. A few years ago, Phil 
gave a radio interview where he talked about a secret expedition funded by 
Inglehoff, where his team found Atlantis. I listened to it. He said the Atlanteans 
were already wiped out when the Inglehoff folks got there. Get this: their advanced 
technology had become sentient and killed them. What they found under the ice, he 
says they closed it up and dynamited a mountain of ice on top of the hole they 
drilled.” 

I was shaking. The mountain of snow, exploding, avalanche rushing 
towards me. My heart and my throat clenched. I tried to look normal and push the 
memory out of my mind. I always ran away from that memory. It was the reason I 
didn’t look at the Yellow Door anymore. It was the reason I had a short fuse with 


my father. It was why, when he was kidnapped, a part of me was relieved. Peter cut 
me off mid-thought, flicking through browser tabs, “Inglehoff got some of this 
technology and used it. They used it to create the personal computer. They hired 
Bill Gates and Steve Jobs to be figureheads for their businesses. These machines 
are everywhere now. They emit radiation. And, here are the symptoms of exposure 
to that. They include distraction, confusion, lethargy, disorientation, social 
withdrawal, and lack of motivation. Sound like everyone you know?” Peter 
smirked. He was clearly in his element. 

I forcibly kept my eyes from rolling. As hard as Peter tried to sell it, 
it was still a bunch of nonsense from the internet. “What does this have to do with 
Brain Fleas, Peter?” 

“Those things you saw, they must be, like, super-advanced robots! 
The lab! They escaped! We’ ve got to hunt them down.” 

“Hunt them down? With this little zapper?” I waved the Scepter at 
him. It unfolded into a robot spider and tried to bite him. Two serrated metal fangs 
and eight reaching needle limbs poked at the air near his face. I dropped it. 

“Aaaaah! Noo!” Peter was terrified. The robot spider folded itself 
neatly back to the shape of a taser-rod. Peter cowered on the other side of the little 
room. “You...didn’t...tell me it...could do...that,” he gasped. ”Please...don’t—” 

“Do it again?” I failed to contain a nervous giggle. “Sorry, I-sorry, 
Peter, I’ve never seen it do that.” I knelt to pick it up. Peter and Squelch both 
squeaked. I ignored them. I had been holding it, rubbing the raised letters on the 
handle. It was so dinky I didn’t think it would even scare Peter if I clicked on the 
trigger button at him. I hadn’t pressed the button, though. KIP piped up, “Victory, I 
have detected a nearby use of a magnetic brain scanning device. It looks like the 
Scepter uses modular parts and possibly even nanotechnology to assume the shape 
most desired by the wielder, or most undesired by one’s enemy.” 

“T think this thing read my mind,” I muttered, turning the Scepter 
over in my fingers. 

“You wanted it to do that?!” whispered Squelch. 

“Not exactly...But yeah, maybe a little. Peter, are you scared of 
spiders?” I asked. 

“They are minions of hate and despair.” Peter was rubbing his eyes. 
“They are the evilest beings in the universe.” 

“So, that’s a yes, then. Brace yourselves. I’m gonna try something.” 
I cleared my mind. The rain outside beat against the window. I thought about the 
rain collecting in puddles on the cracked asphalt of the street. As soon as my thumb 
touched the word Scepter, I felt a tiny click inside the handle and the thing changed 
again. It twisted and came apart into a swarm of moving sections. It lengthened and 
settled into the shape of a large purple umbrella. I stared for a moment, clicked the 
trigger button, now shaped differently than in taser mode, and the umbrella opened. 


My father’s voice, echoing in my head from a distant memory, told me it was bad 
luck to open an umbrella indoors. Another click of the button closed the umbrella. 
Squelch and Peter stood spellbound, eyeing me like I was a witch in a medieval 
village. The music screaming out of Peter’s speakers died down. 

The sounds of sirens speeding down the street broke the still of the 
room. I felt a pang of tired homesickness. I wanted to go to bed and sleep off this 
day. 

Squelch spoke up, “Mom and Dad always listen to that one podcast 
and the guy’s show. Maybe there’s something to that. What’s he called? This kinda 
sounds like his schtick.” 

“Tailbone.” said Peter, “And no, he’s full of it. He’s completely 
ludicrous. He’s all: Wake up sheepies, can’t you tell They are reading your 
thoughts through satellite rays? We’ve got to stockpile items from my online store 
so the government goons don’t get us! Use promo code: gullible at checkout.” 

We were a tough crowd that day. Our subdued chuckle visibly 
disappointed Peter. He spent the next hour telling me his theories. In his version of 
our town’s history, the Toad’s Butt National Lab existed before there was a town 
(KIP told me that was untrue. The lab originated in 1985, the town in 1897.) Peter 
crunched softly on chips. I stared at the posters plastered to his ceiling. 

According to Peter, the TBNL is a front for a cabal of wealthy and 
powerful business leaders who want to enslave the lower classes into building giant 
luxurious bunkers beneath our town. They plan to funnel the resources and riches 
they can get into their new lives underground. They are all expecting nuclear war or 
planning on causing one. There were a lot of other details, some demonstrably 
untrue. Still, his theory sounded more plausible than some rumors going around 
town. Usually, Toad’s Butters characterized the lab as a den of evil Satanists, a 
government-run alien prison, or a secret military base for the Russians. “And my 
friend Thomas has proof! He was there when they grabbed that thing in the park! 
He kept something and never shows it to anyone, but when we tell him this, I know 
he’ Il let us see it!” Peter finished, excited and fluttering. 

I thought hard about his explanation. Telling another person seemed 
dangerous, but at this point, I just needed to do something. Anything other than 
sitting still and waiting for the world to end was fine by me. I agreed to let Peter 
call Thomas and arrange a meeting. 

KIP read me a text from my sister, ‘Heard u were calling for me, 2 
busy 2 call back. Love you, get a job.’ Hot rage welled up inside me. I had a 
genuine emergency, and the only thing she had to say was “Get a job”? 

I couldn’t believe it. It fired me up. I pulled out my phone and called 
Willie’s Bookshop. His number was on speed dial. He would say, “yes, of course, 
you’re hired, come in whenever you like,” if I asked for a job. He had offered to 
give me a job countless times. I always turned him down. I was calling now out of 


pure spite. The phone rang. I watched Peter chat with Thomas on the phone. His 
phone call was brief. 

Willie’s phone kept ringing. There was no voicemail. The phone 
rang and rang. No one picked up. I thought that was weird. Maybe he had just been 
helping a customer. He doesn’t hurry. I pushed worry to the edge of my mind. 
“How’s Thomas?” I asked Peter, “Will he show us the... uh...thing?” 

“Yeah, he gets off work at the butcher shop at five. He says he wants 
to meet up at his house.” 

“Right. Can one of you give me a ride home for a second to get 
some supplies?” I barely finished asking before both boys were tugging on their 
raincoats. We gathered snacks, the Scepter, and a wooden Katana. We waited four 
whole minutes for Peter to find the keys to his truck. 

The Welch parents were in the kitchen having a shouting match over 
the correct shape for a tinfoil hat. Dad Welch had on a baseball cap model. Mom 
Welch sported a sunhat-shaped monstrosity that must have required an entire roll to 
make. Squelch hollered to inform them we were leaving. We piled in the truck 
under the cover of a supernaturally effective umbrella. The Scepterbrella bounced 
the raindrops away from us. It was keeping a 3-foot radius around us dry. No 
huddling necessary. It was a short drive. I peered into the foggy rain. The 
headlights were weak against the mist. 

We came up to the corner of my road, and several things happened 
at once. 

I realized, by the red flashing lights and diffuse orange glow, that 
there was something happening in the mist past the windshield. At the same 
moment, KIP chimed in, ’ Victory, bad news. Your house is on fire.’ The smell of 
my house’s fire hit me. It was an odd smell, not the one I would have imagined. A 
stink of rotten fish in the sun mixed with a smoky note of wet dog. The monster 
detector in my back pocket started going haywire. It beeped loudly and offbeat. The 
truck skidded to a halt. The fire department blocked off my street. I pulled out the 
monster detector, staring at it. I pointed it at myself. Nothing. It beeped wildly 
again when I pointed it back toward the fire. 

We jumped out of the car, no umbrella. We ran toward the 
barricade. 

The stink was overwhelming. It was like it generated its own 
warmth. The fire couldn’t possibly be emitting so much heat that I'd feel it two 
blocks down the street. My house burned in the rain. Tears rolled down my cheeks 
as I thought about my cat, my bedroom, and the Yellow and Purple Doors. I felt a 
sickening, sad relief at those last two thoughts. I saw, through tearful eyes, the 
monster detector clenched in my fist. Squelch and Peter stared at me. 

I looked over toward my house again. I couldn’t help but think 
about all the people who were going to make fun of me for this. Absurdly stinky 


house fire? Prime fuel for teenage rumors. 

A firefighter hustled over to us. He was a big guy, six feet tall and 
muscular. He had stripped his suit to the waist, revealing a tank top. I put my 
thumb on the button of the Monster Detector while pointing at the firefighter. It 
beeped like it was angry. I hesitated. The firefighter reached us. Peter eyed the 
device in my hand. Squelch backed away. 

“Do you live here, ma’am?” He asked. It seemed like a standard 
question. 

“Yes, that’s my house over there,” I mumbled. I pointed toward the 
rancid fireball of odor where I used to live. 

“We need to talk to you, young lady,” He reached out to grab my 
shoulder. I pulled away. ” You’re going to shed some light on this for us.” 

Something flickered in his eyes. A flash of green. I squinted. He 
reached again. A long, slender green spike poked abruptly out of his ear, then back 
in. I screamed. Peter saw it, too, and his mouth dropped open. Squelch just heard 
the scream and bolted back to the truck. I stood rooted to the spot. I asked the 
bugcontrolled firefighter, “You wouldn’t happen to be a Brain Flea wearing a 
human suit, would you?” It sounded calmer than I expected. 

In a demonic drawl, he replied, “If a creature is living on a planet, 
would you consider the planet to be wearing a ‘creature suit’, or the creature a 
‘planet suit’ ?” 

“Huh? What are you talking about, dude?” I took a step back. 

He leaned forward over the sawhorse barrier. “If you could inject 
yourself with a virus that causes immortality, infinite knowledge, and 
immeasurable happiness, but makes you smell like cat pee, would you be wise to 
do so?” The man cocked his head like a dog, but too far. His eyes widened and 
went googly. Several green, spiky legs started climbing out of his ear as he 
collapsed to the ground. I was running, trying not to slip on the wet asphalt. Peter 
was ahead of me. I threw myself into the truck. Squelch had the door open and the 
engine running, waiting for us. I looked out the window as we sped away. The 
firefighter was lying face-down on the road, being pummeled by rain. The flea was 
nowhere to be seen. 


Tense electric silence crackled in the air of the truck cab as we drove. Peter glared 
at Squelch. Squelch frowned while looking out the windshield, attempting to 
navigate in the driving rain. We pulled up to Thomas’ trailer as he was getting out 
of his Jeep. We parked, and the boys were about to get out when I grabbed Peter’s 
sleeve and made them stay. I pointed the Monster Detector at the trailer. No 
response. I sighed as the suspense dissipated. 

Thomas turned out to be Thomas Mento. “That’s your friend 
Thomas?!” I squawked casually. I was looking at the person I least wanted to see. 
He wore a t-shirt that said “Get Out Of My Way” in a bold brown typeface. 

Thomas was right out of the gate with the antagonism, of course, 
“That’s your brother? He looks like a girl, Pete! And a nerdy one, at that.” Peter 
rolled his eyes. 

“Hush up and let us inside, future inmate.” I retorted. 

He never gave the Scepter or the Monster Detector a second glance. 
No raised eyebrows or raised voices in this house. Heseemed totally at ease while 
we gave him the whole story. Peter vividly described the green crab legs that 
sprouted from the firefighter’s ear when Thomas stopped him. 

Thomas set down his lemonade. He turned and opened the cabinet 
behind him. He knocked on the back panel, behind some coffee mugs. A 
compartment fell open. He fished out a ring of keys. A bright rainbow of big 
skeleton keys. He motioned for us to follow. I held the Scepterbrella above as the 
four of us walked through his backyard to a shed. He flipped open the knob and 
punched in the code: 8436, “Then,” or “Them.” I wondered if he had misspelled 
“Thom.” Peter said, “Nice fam, I have that same lock.” Thomas held his nose shut. 

“Are you for real with this smell right now, guys? Y’all smell like 
gasoline in a rotten pumpkin. And you're the worst.” He pointed at me. “You smell 
like my grandma’s dirty diaper today.” 

“IT wouldn’t know, and neither would you.” I said, “I don’t sniff dirty 
diapers, and you have fragrance failures so frequently that there’s no way your 
abnormally small nose works at all.” 

Thomas scowled and pushed open the door with a creak. Inside was 
a normal garden shed with a lawnmower, weed eater, shovel, and rake leaned 
against a wall. Thomas wheeled a big gas generator from one end of the floor to the 
other. He pulled up the tarp on the floor and the trap door underneath. We followed 
him down a long staircase cut into the rocks and dirt underground. Up ahead, there 
was a faint yellow light. We followed Thomas. I was right behind him, and the 
Scepter changed shape in my hand. I examined it in the dark. When I clicked the 
button, it shone a bright beam, illuminating the tunnel we entered. The floor was 
loose soil, sort of moldy-smelling. The ceiling was a crumbling mass of roots and 
cracks. I was sure it would collapse at any moment. It occurred to me that perhaps 
we were entering Thomas’s murder den or something, but I remembered Thomas 


would be far too incompetent to build a place like that. 

The tunnel was clearly a remnant of an enormousconstruction 
project. Thick metal beams held up the ceiling. Bare light bulbs protruded from the 
walls. The tunnel came to a right corner and then a dead end. In front of us, there 
was a cave-in. To our right was a small gray door. There was white light shining 
from behind it. Thomas jingled a gray key on his key ring and whispered, “I’ve 
known about this tunnel since the first day my dad bought this trailer. The guy who 
sold it to us used to work at the Lab, and he had the entrance covered up, I figure. 
See, the shed and all the yard tools came with the trailer and my dad always makes 
me do the yard work. Every time I walked around the shed, I heard a hollow sound. 
One day, I pulled up the floor, and boom: secret tunnel. I think this is part of the 
greater underground lab complex.” 

“The tunnel is for the...bunkers?” Squelch asked. 

“T don’t think so. When I first came down here, there was no door. 
That was six years ago. Three months ago, I caught some ‘scientists’, Thomas 
made air quotes, “Capturing something in the park. They dropped their keys. It was 
exactly like the kind of thing insane people call into that Tailbone show to talk 
about. At least, I used to think they were insane.” Thomas smiled. He put the key 
into the lock of the gray door. I clicked off the flashlight as a blinding light filled 
the tunnel. Thomas said, “Go on in. It’s perfectly safe’. I gripped Squelch’s 
shoulder with my free hand. We shuffled forward, crouching to fit through the door. 
The light became warmth. My eyes seemed to adjust as I walked, and a tingly 
feeling washed over my skin. I saw the room we were walking into. It was an 
office, cheaply outfitted with a swivel chair and a small desk. Paper piles and file 
cabinets dominated the room. It smelled like spice, metal, and wood smoke. 

Thomas went through the door last, which disappeared when he 
closed it. “Whoa-—oaa! The shop?!,” Peter spouted off. “No way. The butcher shop 
has a secret shortcut to your house?!” 

“SHH!” Thomas hissed. In a low tone, he said, “Robbie is still here. 
I want to show you something two doors down at the Tidy Bubble, and this was the 
fastest way to get there. Just act natural.” The laundromat had a smiling soap 
bubble mascot on the roof above the front door. I recognized the name, but never 
visited the strip mall that contained the Tidy Bubble and the Two Butchers butcher 
shop. I knew the giant bubble mascot from a period in high school when I passed it 
on the way to the junkyard every day. 

We walked out of the office and across the lobby toward the front 
door. Robbie stood at the cash register, distracted by his phone. A steady rain 
pattered on the roof. Just as we reached the door, Squelch tripped over the base of a 
gumball machine, knocking it into a wobble. Peter and I helped steady it as Thomas 
assured Robbie that he had forgotten his keys and had only dropped by to pick 
them up. Thomas pushed us out the door, and the little doorbell chime sounded. I 


paused on the other side of the glass storefront. Robbie glared at me with 
suspiciously googly eyes. He held his phone without breaking eye contact. His 
blood-stained apron stretched tight over an ample belly, making me nervous. 

Thomas, Peter, and Squelch were walking down the sidewalk of the 
strip mall. I fished in my pocket to press the Monster Detector’s button and pointed 
it at Robbie through the window. It didn’t surprise me when I heard the Detector 
beeping its unbalanced song. My heart sank. I felt hopeless and trapped. 

As if he had understood the much-muffled beeping, Robbie dropped 
his phone and vaulted over the counter, landing at a full sprint. He banged the door 
open. The glass cracked as Robbie’s body made contact. He chased after me as I 
chased the other three. From behind me, I heard, “We need to talk to you! Consider 
the other side!” Robbie was slow, even at full speed, but his booming voice carried 
easily. I almost stopped. He sounded profoundly sad. Thunder clapped in the 
distance. I pumped my legs as hard as I could. My lungs burned. 

Peter was holding open the laundromat front door. It was empty of 
customers. I could smell the fake floral detergent from outside. I skidded inside to 
find Thomas pushing Squelch into the bathroom. There was a brown door behind 
the only toilet in there. You had to step up on the closed toilet seat, and then the 
toilet tank, to get into the magic brown door. At that moment, I really thought of it 
as magic. I lacked enough time or energy to think of a better word. Thomas 
fumbled with the brown key. He dropped it and cursed. 

Peter slammed the bathroom door behind us, leaving very little 
space for the four of us to move around in there. A second later, the sound of the 
Robbie monster slamming his body against the door made us all jump. “What is 
worse: an unmotivated genius, or an excitable fool? Don’t. You. Under. Stand?!” 
Loud crashes punctuated Robbie’s shouts as his shoulder battered the door over and 
over. 

Squelch whined, “What is happening? Does he have Brain Fleas?!” 
Thomas had fished the key ring out from the floor behind the toilet. He was biting 
his lip, concentrating on getting the brown key. 

“Yes! I scanned him and he went buggy! We’ ve gotta go!” I mushed 
all the words together, trying to say and think them straight. 

“You what!?” Thomas spat. 

“If he’s being controlled by a Flea, why doesn’t it just come out and 
crawl under?” Peter pointed at the crack under the shaking door. The banging 
stopped. Robbie muttered, too low to hear. There was a sack-of-rocks-hitting-the- 
floor sound. Thomas swung the magic brown door open. He shoved Squelch 
through into the blinding light. The creepy green front legs of a Brain Flea 
struggled under the crack of the door behind us. I almost dropped the Scepter in 
shock. The rest of the Flea’s body slowly emerged. One goofy googly eye at a time 
poked through. Those eyes had no soul behind them. They were totally dead. 


Cartoonishly emotionless. 

Peter thrashed the thing with the wooden Katana but did zero 
damage. He wasn’t even slowing it down. Peter pushed me toward the magic door. 
Thomas and Squelch were already through. I climbed on top of the toilet and felt 
my body dissolve into the white light and soft heat again. I tumbled out onto a hard 
concrete floor. Peter landed on top of me, crushing me with razor-sharp elbows. We 
both looked up to watch the door dematerialize. The four of us panted synchronized 
sighs of relief. 

The surrounding room was a cold, damp concrete cube, lit by a 
single light bulb. The only door was a hatch in the ceiling. A ladder hung 
underneath it, and underneath the ladder was an angry Thomas, berating me. “Why 
would you do that? You almost got us all infected! I can’t believe it! I thought I 
could take a sniveling, stupid, know-it-all freak down here! What an idiot. I 
actually thought you could help. Instead, you made Robbie mad, you broke the 
shop door, and you showed the bugs where the brown door is! I’m starting to think 
you’re one of them!” He was jabbing his finger at me and bellowing at the top of 
his lungs. 

Squelch pushed Thomas. He tried to, anyway. Thomas was twice 
Squelch’s size, so it looked a bit like a mouse trying to shove an irritated house cat. 
He got Thomas’ attention, at least. Those burning eyes stopped lasering a hole 
through me. I cried again. I was mad at my eyes for leaking so much. “Stop it!” 
screamed Squelch, in a cracking warble. “She just watched her house burn down! 
Her cat died! Her parents are gone! Leave her alone! You’re not helping anything!” 

“Yeah!” added Peter eloquently. He stood a safe distance away and 
turned his head, staring at the wall. He leaned against his wooden Katana as if it 
were a cane. 

“Mommy and Daddy aren’t home, so the spoiled brat has to throw a 
fit and mess up everybody else’s lives, huh?” Thomas chastised me further. He 
stomped and harrumphed over to Peter, jabbing at the wall. “Does it make any 
sense to you, Pete? I can’t figure this one out. I reckon after all the crazy stuff I’ve 
seen in this town, I oughta say it’s not that weird, but this takes the cake.” He 
pointed a threatening finger at a green stain covering the wall. 

I wiped my eyes and got up. I walked towards the concrete. Thomas 
and Squelch parted to allow me to see. I made out the shapes of letters, smeared out 
across the surface of the wall. Shiny green slime depicted letters. They actually 
seemed to ooze out from the crevices between the cinder blocks, forming English 
words all on their own. It didn’t look scrawled, or even hand-lettered. It was 
printed. KIP whispered in my mind’s ear, ‘That is 224-point ‘San Francisco. It’s a 
neo-grotesque sans-serif typeface released by Apple in 1984.’ The sentence read: 


“Don’t forget to wear clean underwear.’ 
—Dad” 


My face turned red in a gush of blush. I felt my tear ducts flip the 
switch from tears of stress to tears of pure humiliation. I almost puked, really. It 
was so embarrassing. I was so angry with my father. I knew, somehow, he wrote 
this message. It was so like him, and I already received two notes from him today. 
Apparently, he could leave notes in the most unlikely places for me to be, but 
couldn’t manage a simple phone call. I choked on my breath. The other three 
slowly turned to look at me. I could feel their eyes. I stared straight forward. 
Squelch put his hand on my shoulder. He asked, “Are you ok?” I scoffed and 
snorted at the same time. 

As I endured the ensuing hug from Squelch, I noticed something 
written under the note, in smaller lines of goo. KIP informed me that this was a 
Times New Roman typeface, created in 1931. The fine print said, “I got-o-t—t -o 
—0oO O-, c ixc exr cwuc jxb zxb u blugqxm.” I'll save you the trouble of decoding 
that. KIP didn’t give me the chance to puzzle it out. It was a simple alphabet 
substitution. Within two seconds of looking at it, KIP was saying, “The hidden 
message here reads: I got you that job for a reason.’ I rolled my eyes. If I wasn’t 
certain before, I was now beyond certain my father had left this here. I didn’t know 
how he had made the message, or how he knew I would end up here. I could just 
feel his disappointment and scorn bleeding through the wall at me. He couldn’t 
resist the opportunity to take a dig at me. The lecture he started after I got fired 
from Pizza Dungeon had never really ended. 

Squelch was still hugging me. I pushed him away. He followed my 
line of sight and asked, “What’s it say, V?” 

I looked him in the eye. “It says ‘I got you that job for a reason.’ It’s 
my dad, chewing me out.” I wheeled towards Thomas. Simultaneously, he and I 
snapped at each other, with the same words, “There’s something you’re not telling 
us.” 

“Jinx!” said Squelch, indulging a reflex. 

The concrete cube fell silent. Thomas broke the ice forming in the 
air. “It took me an hour to figure out that code. How’d you do that so quick?” 

“My dad uses the same cipher all the time,” I lied. “You know more 
about all this than you’re letting on. You never really told us your story about the 
park. I think you knew Robbie was a bug man. I think you know why all of this is 
happening. None of this adds up otherwise.” Thomas looked at me stoically. No 
defense, no response at all. I squared up and shot a question at him. “What’s up 
there?” I pointed at the hatch above and behind him. 

Thomas sucked on his lip, apprehensive. “You’re not gonna like it.” 


The trap door at the top of the ladder swung open. A trickle of light and a mist of 
icy rain dripped into the small room as we all piled out. At the top, we found a 
forested floor. Dead leaves jumped all around us, stirred by the raindrops. Thomas 
motioned we should imitate him. He crouched low, eyes locked on something out 
past the trees a few yards away. Thick smoke hung in the air. My heart started 
beating faster. I looked towards the edge of the forest and saw the smoldering ruin 
where my house used to stand. We were in my backyard. I groaned. The garden my 
father spent so much of his time in was burnt to charcoal twigs. 

The Fire Department was gone. They left a web of yellow caution 
tape encircling the shapeless ash pile. I led the way down the gentle slope, out of 
the woods. The rain weakened into a light drizzle. The Scepter had turned into an 
umbrella, but I didn’t open it. My mouth hung open. It wouldn’t shut. 

My house was gone. Everything was gone. When I got closer, I 
could see through the smoke and tears that the only thing left was the concrete 
foundation and a few metal poles supporting empty air. I crept to the spot where 
our cellar door would have been. I held my nose. That awful smell still lingered 
overpoweringly. “I’m so sorry, Victory.” Thomas and Peter said at the same time. 
KIP said the same phrase a moment earlier. Jinx. I thought it was strange that a 
brain chip and these two humans were all programmed to say that. It wasn’t their 
fault. At least, I didn’t think so. It seemed like a meaningless thing you say just to 
fill the silence. 

At the foot of the charred basement stairs, the looming presence of 
an unburnt survivor momentarily confused me. The Purple Door. Of course. It 
wasn’t here until I showed up again with the key. It seemed to be cautiously 
watching me like a raccoon caught mid-meal. I felt the key in my pocket and turned 
the Scepter back into a taser-rod. I looked over my shoulder at Thomas. “Thom. 
You've been here before. Did you break into my house? Do you have a key to this 
door?” 

“Thomas fished in his pocket and showed me his key ring. No 
purple key. “I didn’t know this was here before today. I’m not surprised, though. 
Your father helped start this mess. I’ve been trying to sort this out for years. I’m so 
close to finding out the truth now. You said you opened this door today, and 
something came out of it. Something that looks like the Brain Fleas, but isn’t one. 
Bigger. Bigger equals badder. And you let it get away. Victory, you may have 
doomed all of us. You need to open that door.” Thomas lowered the hand holding 
his key ring. “You need to let us see where that thing came from. Where did all 
those freaky green things come from?” He lifted his right hand from behind his 
back and pointed a gun at me. No, it looked like a gun, but it wasn’t. It had a 
banana shape if that banana was also an alien species of worm. “Do it. Right now.” 
The Banana Gun had ridges and ribs in awkward places. It had warts and pimples 
crested with spines. I didn’t want to think about what it would do to me if he shot 


me with it. 

“Yo, Thomas! Not cool!” Peter sputtered. He and I put our hands 
up, taken by surprise. I looked down as I dropped the Scepter. When I looked up, 
Thomas was falling. He hit the warm, ashen floor. The Banana Worm Gun went off 
with a pow! A wet brown chunk of flying slime wrapped around the pillar behind 
me. The pillar bent from the force. It would have killed me! I backed out of the 
cloud of ash that Thomas kicked up. The ash settled. Squelch froze, holding a 
wooden Katana out in front of him, scowling down at Thomas from behind. His 
eyes were wide, and Thomas’s were closed. Peter knelt, took the Poop-Slinging 
Banana Gun, and tugged at my sleeve. 

My legs were trembling. I felt angry, relieved, and confused. I was 
losing hope. My life made little sense. It felt like a bad Stephen King story that was 
dragging on for too long. I had just thought that Thomas might have some actual 
answers for me, and now he lay unconscious in the naked basement of my former 
house. The rain started up again, building to a pelting shower. 

I pulled away from Peter. I searched through Thomas’ pockets. His 
wallet had thirty-four dollars, his ID, and one debit card in it. Regular keys, magic 
door keys, and a cellphone. I swiped the screen. Locked. I stole his phone and keys. 
I didn’t think it was wrong to steal from someone who just threatened to kill me. 

“Vic, Sam! We have to go!” Peter urged. “We can’t be here when 
somebody shows up.” He glanced at the body on the floor. He shook his head. 
“Good arm, Sam.” 

“Thanks,” said Squelch, quiet and distant. “C’ mon, V, let’s go.” 

“I—” I couldn’t talk. They annihilated the house. Nothing was left 
of my father, my mother, my sister, or me. Not even the dryer or washing machine 
over in the corner could be salvaged. They were just giant, useless, melted candles. 
I sniffed and gagged as I followed Peter and Squelch over to the stupid purple door. 
I unlocked it in disgust and stepped through. 

Warm tingles led to a cold, creepy feeling. A stone tunnel wavered 
into view. The ceiling was low and without lights. I had to crouch a little to walk. 
Little grates abated the darkness in the lefthand wall where gray light filtered in. 
The tunnel floor was sticky. A cleaning crew of cockroaches skittered away into the 
darkness around a corner. My eyes adjusted a little as Squelch and Peter filed in 
behind me. I held a finger to my lips. They shut the door softly. It dissolved like 
sugar in coffee, leaving the tunnel darker than before. 

We all crowded around one of the little grates. I immediately 
recognized the space we were looking up into. We were right at the floor level of 
the Toad’s Butt Mall food court. I could see a row of restaurants: the Pizza 
Dungeon, the Slush Buddy, Uncle Todd’s Pretzels, and the Black Lagoon BBQ. A 
swarm of feet shuffled past us slowly. A strange static buzz of quiet conversation 
and machine noise echoed through the tunnel. Nearly everyone in the food court 


held a smartphone. Those who weren’t working or actively ordering food were 
scrolling away on their handheld devices. Even the toddler at the table in front of us 
smacked a tablet computer with his stubby fingers and laughed. His parents were 
oblivious, engaged in an endless, mindless swiping upward with their thumbs. They 
didn’t look at the food they were shoveling into their mouths with their non- 
dominant hands. 

The entire scene gave me the creeps. A customer stepped away from 
the Pizza Dungeon register. The clerk whipped hisphone out and scrolled furiously. 
His manager walked up from behind and even I could tell from my obscured 
vantage point that the clerk was getting chewed out. In response, the clerk put away 
his phone. The manager walked away and immediately pulled out his own phone to 
scroll through it, as though his life depended on it. I glanced beside me. Squelch 
and Peter looked as concerned as me. 

Crash! “Oof!” someone interjected as they walked in front of our 
grate. Two people collided with each other, sending a shower of food, soda, and 
knees to the floor. Cola dripped through the bars of the grate. A dinner party of 
cockroaches assembled to feast, crawling through the cracks in the grimy bricks. A 
glowing rectangle slipped into the tunnel on a wave of brown sugar water. It fell to 
the floor at my feet. On the screen, I saw a picture of myself. I leaned over to pick 
up the now-disgusting phone but hesitated when I saw a straggling roach dart 
across it. “Aww, man!” The phoneless stranger cursed under his breath. I backed 
into the shadows with Squelch and Peter. 

Suddenly, the Scepter in my hand transformed from an unlit 
flashlight into a long ‘grabby arm.’ I had seen a similar device used by community- 
service litter collectors. The irritated phone dropper peered through the grate as I 
picked up the phone with it. I didn’t think they saw me, but just to be sure, I moved 
further down the tunnel, trying to stay quiet as I splashed through the 
grungysmelling liquid on the floor. I wiped the phone dry with my pant leg. 

Desperate times call for desperate measures. A month before, I’d 
have been trying to get out of this tunnel already. I felt dirty and beat up. I felt 
tired, but I couldn’t stop following this trail. Right at that moment, the muck tunnel 
seemed like simultaneously the most dangerous and the safest place in the world. 

The phone featured my high school portrait photo. I remembered the 
day it was taken. Dad had made me brush my hair. We argued for two hours about 
it. The rough bristles of the brush through my untamed afro had brought me to 
tears. I wore a dress in the photo. I didn’t even own a dress. It was Valarie’s baggy 
hand-me-down. I had such a visceral reaction to seeing that photo that it took me a 
moment to realize the context. The phone presented an open social media app on its 
screen. My photo was a link to an article on the Toad’s Butt Herald’s website. The 
headline read, “Wanted: Dangerous Juvenile Delinquents Suspected of Arson.” I 
clicked the link. I asked KIP why he hadn’t alerted me that Squelch, Peter, and I 


were wanted fugitives. 

‘Sorry, Victory. I made an executive decision based on your vital 
signs and recorded stimuli. You are experiencing high stress.’ He sounded sincere 
as he made up this sloppy excuse. 

“Does this mean the cops are after us?” Squelch whispered from 
over my shoulder. 

“Yeah, I think it does.” I sighed. The article included pictures of all 
three of us. It declared us wanted for arson, trespassing, vandalism, and aggravated 
battery. It said Thomas was in the hospital, in stable condition, and recovering. 
“And probably everyone in this mall knows what we look like.” I clicked back and 
scrolled through the social media feed. Four of this guy’s ‘friends’ had shared the 
same article. I saw my picture, every third post or so. 

Peter groaned. “Do you think—” He paused, pointing back towards 
the food court. “Do you think all those people are, uh, infected?” 

“At least some of them have to be, right?” I asked. “If the Fleas 
already got into Robbie and that firefighter, what’s stopping them from taking over 
everyone else? I don’t think we should use the Monster Detector, though. I think 
the Fleas can hear it. When I scanned Robbie, he just went crazy, right away, like 
he heard the little beep through the door, and knew what it meant. We need to see if 
this tunnel goes—’ A loud, droning buzz filled the tunnel as the stranger’s phone 
vibrated in my hand. 

“T don’t see it, but it can’t have gone far!” A voice echoed from the 
grate we had just been looking through. The buzz started up again. A maintenance 
guy was helping the dude look for his phone, I thought. Ugh. I chucked the phone 
back into the sludge on the floor. It landed with a “‘splish.” 

We plodded around a corner into the unknown darkness of the sewer 
tunnel. I clicked on the Scepter. It had become a flashlight again. I worried that at 
any moment, we would tumble into an even deeper, smellier river of sewage. The 
walls of the tunnel had no more grates past the corner. It was dark and 
claustrophobic. The tunnel was curving to the left. We found an end to the path, a 
non-magic boring gray door just past another row of those grates set into the left 
wall. I looked through. 

We stood on the other side of the food court now. I could see the 
maintenance worker on his knees, shoulder-deep in the wall, feeling around for the 
lost phone. The phone-less guy crouched beside the grate, wringing his hands in 
worry. Everyone else was still staring at their phones. I crept as silently as possible 
over to the gray door. Peter was holding the Banana Gun like a secret agent would, 
tense and ready to aim at anything that jumped out at us. Squelch was behind him 
with the wooden Katana, ready to swing. I grabbed the knob and turned. It was 
locked. The flashlight went out. I felt the Scepter transform again. In the darkness, I 
could just barely make out its new shape. It looked like a little spear. The long 


handle of the taser-rod filled my hand, but instead of electric pincers, the business 
end became a sharp, small key. I shrugged. I poked around with it, trying to find the 
keyhole. The spear-thing fit perfectly. I held my breath as I turned the knob again. 

Nothing jumped out when I swung the door open. My eyes couldn’t 
see through the pitch black inside. I clicked the Scepter back into its flashlight 
form. We climbed a short flight of stairs. It felt wonderful to be out of the gross 
muck of the tunnel. The room we entered seemed to be a storage area for scrap 
metal. A pile of odd mechanical shapes rested in the middle of the floor. I waved 
the flashlight beam over the walls and located a light switch. I walked over and 
flipped it. 

“No way!” Squelch hooted. “It’s RoboBob!” 

I squinted through the shock of sudden light. He was right! The sad 
mound of discarded robot limbs and guts was an old friend of ours, disassembled 
but recognizable. RoboBob Lazerpants had been 10 feet tall during his maiden 
voyage last year. It was depressing to see him like this, torn apart and hidden away. 
Yet, he was a welcome sight. His familiar face, severed at the neck, gaped up at the 
ceiling. I assumed we had lost him forever. I remember being dragged to the 
Mayor’s office and forced to apologize to the high school administrators for 
building RoboBob. At that meeting, the authorities told me they had confiscated 
RoboBob, and planned to bury him in a landfill. “What are you doing here, pal?” I 
muttered to him now. 

“Yo, Victory!” Peter called from the other end of the room. “Hey 
guys, check it out!” I saw by the glow of the flashlight that he had wandered into 
the next room. He motioned us to follow. This room appeared much fancier than 
any of the other secret rooms we had seen all day. White paint covered the walls. 
Light blue tile made up the floor below our feet. The ceiling had fluorescent lights 
and multiple dentist-type lights hung on jointed metal arms. The room housed a 
forest of medical tech. Hospital beds, rolling desks with laptop computers, carts 
holding IVs, needles, and machines with various-sized screens. None of it currently 
had power. 

“Whoa! Why is there a doctor’s office down here?’ Squelch 
wondered aloud. 

“T don’t know,” I intoned. We wandered around the room and found 
a caved-in hallway with another trapdoor at the top of a hanging ladder. The room 
smelled like cooked bleach. Chemical particles stung my nose and made me dizzy. 
We poked at the buttons on all the dead machines. Nothing would turn on. The 
trembling flashlight in Peter’s hand cut the darkness of the room. I asked for the 
Scepter back. Peter handed it to me. 

“We need to figure out who put this place here, beneath the mall, 
and why.” I told the other two, “I think this corridor used to connect to something 
bigger. It must have stretched all the way to Thomas’ house. Maybe farther. The 


tunnel in his shed—” My phone started ringing. I pulled out the phone and answered 
it without really looking at the screen. “Hello?” I said, wondering why Squelch and 
Peter looked at me like I had grown a second head. 

“Who is this?” asked a gruff female voice on the other end of the 
line. “Uh. Who’s asking? You called me,” I tried to reason with them. 

“This is the Toad’s Butt Police Department. The number we called 
belongs to Thomas Mento. How did you get this phone? I assume this is Victory 
Mission? We know where you are now. Stay put, ok? We need to talk to you.” A 
spear of panic stabbed my lungs, making it hard to breathe. I pulled the phone from 
my face as if it was a persistent tick. I examined it. Sure enough. I was holding 
Thomas’s phone. I had answered his by mistake. Now, I jabbed the screen with my 
thumb, desperate to hang up. 

“Why did you answer his phone, dude?” Peter inquired with 
restrained judgment. 

“IT wasn’t thinking about it. I thought it was mine!” I said. A long 
pause. “It was the Police. They say they know where we are. They want to talk to 
us.” 

“Yeah, talk to us through some thick metal bars!’ Squelch added, 
ever the optimist. “I wouldn’t trust them even if we weren’t on a crime spree.” 
Something skittered around behind me. My heart skipped a beat. There was a little 
rustle, farther away. It caught Squelch’s eye, and I tried to follow his gaze but 
found nothing. 

“We’ve got to get moving,” Peter commanded, pointing up the 
ladder to the trapdoor. I groaned and stomped Thomas’ phone to smithereens on the 
tiled floor. We climbed up the ladder to the trapdoor, which led into a tiny closet, 
barely big enough to contain all three of us, along with the mops, rags, brooms, and 
trash bins littering the walls and floor. We all looked down the hole at our feet. 
When closed, the trapdoor would look just like a normal mop sink. We couldn’t see 
anything in the dark room below. The insectile skittering still whispered up to us in 
an irregular rhythm. We closed the secret door quietly. 

“Guys, I hate to say this, but I really have to pee.” Squelch 
whispered, his voice barely hiding distress. He danced from foot to foot. 

“Oh, God.” Peter hissed, “Hold it, bro!” 

“T can’t!” Squelch groaned. “Just pee in that mop sink,” I told him. 
“We'll make sure nobody comes in. We can’t risk going to the bathrooms.” 

“Oh, man,” Squelch whined. 


Squelch took forever to finish peeing in the janitor’s closet. Peter and I stood in 
front of the closet door, keeping watch and trying to act casual. The closet door was 
located a few stores away from the food court. From where I stood, I could see the 
Pizza Dungeon where a young kid’s birthday party was being held in a small 
arcade dining room adjoined to the pizza buffet. An animatronic bear in a suit of 
armor danced in a corner. I couldn’t hear him from where I hid, but I had the bear’s 
inane song memorized. 


Do not go! 
To the dungeon 
below! 
The candles 
glow. 
The shadows 
show 
The best olde 
pizza 
You will ever know. 


I looked across the hallway into the front of the electronics store: 
Tech Tock. A giant screen TV played a speech from the mayor of Toad’s Butt. 
Mayor Pengleman stood behind a star-spangled podium and waved his hands in a 
karate chop motion every few words. I squinted to read the subtitles at the bottom 
of the screen. “Crime will never pay!” He declared, nonsensically. A teen couple 
that I thought I recognized from school walked by. I turned away, hoping they 
would remain distracted by their phones. On any normal day, I would have no fear 
that they would talk to me. This was not a normal day. I had no idea if they might 
be bug monsters, or worse: just talkative teens. 

“How are we going to get out of here?” Peter said in the hushed 
tones of a novice fugitive. 

“Don’t panic, we’ll figure it out,” I told him, unsure if it was true. 
KIP displayed a map of the mall on my eyelids, with exits highlighted. I noted one 
nearby, to my right, and looked back into the Tech Tock. Mayor Pengleman was 
aggressively pointing at this point in the speech. 

“Victory Mission!” the mayor shouted in scrolling text. He stared at 
me with the stern intensity of an AP teacher disappointed in you for not doing your 
homework. “We know where you are, and we are coming for you! It’s time to turn 
yourself in peacefully.” My knees felt terminally wiggly, like a watered-down 


pudding. The Mall’s intercom crackled to life with a deafening feedback ring. 

“Attention! We are now closing!” The voice was rough, almost 
growling. I banged on the door of the closet behind me. “IN! ON! YOU!” 

“Squelch? Time to get going, bud!” I hissed. He opened the door, 
wiping his hands on his pants. 

“How are we going to get out of here?” Squelch asked. A shout rang 
out from behind us. 

“Police! Freeze!” A man in a blue uniform jogged down the hallway 
in their direction. He clutched a taser in his fist. Three more officers followed the 
first, jogging around a corner. I decided it would be wise to not stick around while 
they passed. We entered a department store at a nonchalant sprint. We tried to 
blend in, but I quickly clocked a problem with our instinct. Every other customer in 
the place was staring at us and holding their noses shut. Peter sniffed himself. He 
tugged us to the left. We slowed as we passed a perfume counter. The lady behind 
the counter was dousing us with sprays of liquid. There was a skull and crossbones 
on the label. She was holding her nose and murmuring, “It’s on the house. [’m 
sorry we ain’t got anything stronger. Please don’t touch anything.” In a mirror on 
the counter, I saw our pursuers enter the store and they fanned out across the sales 
floor. I led Squelch and Peter over to a rack of coats by the changing rooms. We 
moved our heads with appropriate motions of interest in various low-quality 
consumer goods. 

I gripped the Scepter, and it turned into a wide-brimmed sun hat. As 
soon as I placed it on my head, a pair of thick horn-rimmed glasses dropped from 
the brim and attached to my face. I flinched back. The Scepter hat wriggled big 
fluffy bundles of hair down the sides of my face. It tickled. I had to stifle a laugh 
and shake my head. The hat attempted to grow me a false beard. I swatted the facial 
hair away, and it retracted. The glasses glowed blue at the edges. A lacework of 
lines zipped across my vision, pointing to every person in sight. The lines 
connected the people to little bubbles which showed their full names and Social 
Security number. The people behind shelves and racks became visible. A heatmap 
of each customer took shape. I saw the perfume clerk’s neon silhouette selling us 
out. She was talking to a burly blob with its hand on its hip and stabbed her pointer 
finger in our direction. 

KIP barked directions at me as I ran, stomping between the crowds 
of bystanders. I didn’t know where he was leading me. I couldn’t stop to focus on 
the mental map he displayed on my eyelids. 

“Left!” KIP squeaked. I veered left, towards the food court. Squelch 
and Peter followed close behind, stalling to overturn trash cans and toss tables and 
chairs, forcing the cops to go around the dining area. We darted through a fortress 
of giant ceramic planters, four feet tall and decorated with little tiled fountains. We 
dove behind one, out of sight. 


“Straight ahead!” Directed KIP. “The Pizza Dungeon!” 

I had no time to think about how that was supposed to help us 
exactly. I waved Squelch and Peter to follow me. We crawled under tables and 
made our way to the edge of the dining area. I could hear the cops yelling, “Victory 
Mission, come out with your hands up!” 

They stomped into the dining area off to my right. I stood up slowly, 
with my hands raised. As I straightened, I grabbed an extra large soda off a table 
and chucked it. The cup landed squarely on the polished shoe of the nearest officer. 
A shower of sugar water and ice sprayed the floor. The burly cop tried to chase me 
but slipped and tumbled on the ice cubes. The second cop tripped over the first and 
fell on top of him. Two taser guns slid by my feet and I paused just long enough to 
kick them as far away as possible. One of them landed between the bars of a nearby 
drain grate, disappearing into it. I took off again, headed for the Pizza Dungeon. 
“Kitchen!” KIP clarified. 

We charged past the birthday party. They had frozen to stare at us. 
The mechanical knight-bear finished singing. I heard one small child’s voice break 
the silence in the party room, saying, “Cool!” 

A straight passage of metal tables, sinks, and shelves filled the small 
kitchen. My former manager, Dave, stared at me with his mouth open, making no 
move to stop us. “Back door!” Said KIP, but I didn’t need to be told. I remembered 
the exit as soon as I entered the kitchen, despite my attempts to repress my 
memories of this place. One whiff flooded me with an urge to re-forget it. We 
shoved through the heavy door. It was an unfinished concrete hallway full of wires 
and ducts. Two large grease dumpsters sat against one wall. Dark splatter trails 
decorated the floor, relics from years of leaky trash bags being carried to the 
garbage compactor in the employee parking lot. 

Flickering bulbs hanging from rusty chains lit the service hallway. 
Squelch, Peter, and I worked together to push the nearest grease dumpster against 
the employee door, barricading it. My hands came away from the dumpster covered 
in brown muck. I panted heavily. My lungs burned, but I knew we couldn’t stop. 
Every other restaurant on this side of the food court had an employee door to this 
hallway. The cops were bound to figure that out fairly quickly. 

I thought about my mother at that moment, always mocking the 
police. She called them “C-students” and “Trigger-happy nitwits”. She told me 
about protests they had illegally broken up, brutality cases, and rampant corruption. 
It always seemed odd to me. Before she became a senator, she served as mayor. 
She talked about the law all the time, with reverent respect. She told me “Nobody 
is above the law,” and “Just because it’s not fair, doesn’t mean we don’t need to 
follow the rules.” Yet, she was never okay with the state of our country. She 
drafted controversial bills and spoke on TV about the importance of more oversight 
for the police. She followed the rules, but she always tried to change them for the 


better. “A black woman in America has no reason to trust the police,” my mother 
would say. I nodded to myself now. I understood what she meant. 

Squelch and Peter watched me, waiting to be told which way to run. 

I felt tired, but I took a deep breath and pointed down the hallway 
toward the parking lot. I summoned as much strength as I could. We started 
jogging down the smelly gray hallway. About five steps into this jog, I stopped. I 
didn’t want to, but it felt as though my left boot had become two hundred pounds 
heavier. I looked down. My boot stuck to the floor. A thick green puddle of goo 
glued my boot to the stained concrete. “Guys, wait up!” I called out. 

“What’s wrong?” Squelch asked, worried. 

“Something’s got me..” I muttered. 

I knelt to examine it. No amount of pulling seemed to make the goo 
budge. 

I whipped out my pocket knife and tried to scrape the goo away 
from the shoe. The knife stuck fast, jauntily protruding from the stubborn slime 
puddle, doing nothing to free me. I untied the bootlaces, bummed that I had to lose 
my shoe. The sound of a door opening echoed down the hallway behind us. “Split 
up! I'll go this way!” An authoritative voice rang out. I pulled my foot free of the 
boot, careful not to touch the stubborn slimy puddle of gunk with my sock. 

I looked up, expecting to see Squelch and Peter holding out hands to 
help me stand up. Instead, they stared, looking down the hallway behind me. I 
heard the clack-clack of footsteps approaching, but slower than I had expected. 

The cop’s voice bounced off the hallway again, saying, “Sergeant... 
what is that?! Why is it looking at me like that?” The sounds of a struggle, shuffling 
and smacking noises overlaid with desperate, tortured screaming, all echoed past 
us. Chaotic gray shadows fought and squirmed as we watched the bend of the 
hallway behind us. A sound like a giant struggling slug being shoved into a school 
locker preceded a taut silence. I could hear the calm, implacable footfalls trotting 
toward us. One lone shadow approached, small and unthreatening. I grabbed the 
Scepter. Squelch and Peter readied their weapons. Squelch fumbled with the 
wooden Katana he had stuffed down his pant leg. Peter pointed the Banana Gun at 
the shadow, hands shaking. 

An old woman rounded the corner. As she power walked down the 
hall, she swung her arms theatrically. She wore dirty tennis shoes and a pastel- 
colored tracksuit made of crinkly polyester. Her hair looked gray and lumpy. On 
her face, she had boxy black sunglasses. She smiled and waved casually at us, as 
though this were a perfectly normal place to have a pleasant stroll. 

“Hi, Victory!” The old lady chirped. “Do you know what we water 
the plants with?” 

“Uhh,” I said. I tightened my grip on the Scepter, which promptly 
transformed from a taser-rod into a pizza cutter. The mall walker trotted closer. 


‘“What—what did you do to the cops?” I stuttered. 

“You know the answer, young lady.” Her boxy sunglasses almost 
seemed to glow green for a moment. “Please tell me. What do we water the plants 
with?” 

I answered without really thinking. This was too weird, even for 
such an insane day. “Pizza.” The wheel of the pizza cutter in my hand spun on its 
own. It seemed...pleased with me for answering correctly. The old lady smiled and 
looked at the floor. 

I looked at the floor. I stood on a set of maroon doors that I was sure 
hadn’t been there before. They looked like cabinet doors, short with simple little 
wooden knobs. They swung open underneath me. A familiar swath of bright light 
revealed itself as the doors opened. 

I rolled my eyes as I floated down into a pool of light. Squelch and 
Peter stood beside me. The escalator that carried us stretched away into the 
darkness below. With a scraping noise, the steps of the escalator folded into a slide. 
We bounced off each other as we slid down a shiny metal slope. The angle was 
steep, and we fell fast. I thought I could feel a thin layer of oil coating the slide as 
my fingers clutched at it uselessly, finding no purchase. Squelch screamed like a 
toddler. He lost his grip on the wooden Katana. I gritted my teeth, waiting for the 
impact of landing. The slide twisted and looped and turned into an even steeper 
drop. 

We landed in a tub of firm jello. There was no splash, just a jiggly 
bouncing stop. The wooden Katana went careening noisily onto a hardwood floor. I 
felt sick, dizzy, and lightheaded. I struggled to get to my feet, but fell over again. 
As I tried to plant my foot, I sank a little more into the tub. Squelch still screamed. 

“Hush!” I said. “You’re not hurt, are you?” 

Squelch shut up. One by one, we climbed out of the tub. We looked 
around and noticed we were in an enormous space. The ceiling was tall enough to 
accommodate either a large, wooly mammoth or a small space shuttle. Someone 
dumped us into the middle of a dimly lit room. In the distance, I could see that 
shelves covered every wall, stuffed with books. Long, spindly ladders granted 
access to the highest shelves. I stared in amazement, silently asking KIP, ‘Where 
are we?’ 

“IT don’t know for sure.” He murmured, “GPS is showing that you 
are still in the mall.” 

“Where are we?” Asked Peter, obliviously redundant. 

“This is the UnderMall, dear Peter,” came a voice from behind us. It 
belonged to the mall walker. We twirled to face her. “I like to call this room the 
Library of Mallexandria.” She stepped out of an oversized file cabinet drawer, 
shutting it behind her. The drawer dissolved into nothing, becoming another stretch 
of bookshelves. 


“Did you have to send us down that stupid slide?” I asked, head still 
spinning. 

“No.” She giggled, amused with herself. “I suppose I didn’t. There 
are approximately 25 to the seventh power ways to enter this particular room. Yet, 
would you have followed me willingly, if I asked nicely?” 

I didn’t reply. “Who are you, lady? “ Squelch inquired. The old lady 
swung her arms and hurried towards a wooden plinth situated behind where we 
entered. KIP whispered into my brain that there were no clear exit routes to this 
library. “Not that it matters, Mr. Squelch, but my name is Francesca Kilter. You 
can call me Fran. You’re probably wondering how I know your names, why I’ve 
kidnapped you, generally ‘what’s the deal?’, and all that.” She didn’t wait for a 
reply. It wasn’t a question. “I actually have some excellent reasons, to tell the truth. 
Believe it or not, you three are the most important people in Toad’s Butt, 
Tennessee, right now.” 

Fran removed her sunglasses and gray wig. Her triangular hair 
spilled out and wobbled back into shape. She opened a large, leather-bound book 
that rested on the plinth in front of her. She raised her left hand and beckoned us to 
come closer with a shaky finger. “Victory, I’m sure you don’t remember me, but 
we’ve met before. The last time I saw you, you were...let’s see.” She flipped 
through the book. “Seven months, eighteen days, and three hours old. So, it’s good 
to see you! To be honest with you, I’d hoped to find you sooner. Apollo and his 
gang have been wreaking havoc on the facilities here, and it’s so hard to find good 
help nowadays. Nevertheless, here we are!” 

“Why am I here? Get to the point. I’ve had a long day.” Peter 
pointed the Banana Gun at Kilter, holding it at hip level. This lady did a good job 
of eroding my patience, but if he shot her with that thing, how were we going to get 
out of here? Peter looked like he was thinking the same thing. 

“Oh, yes!” she babbled. “You certainly have been through the 
wringer lately. I was so sorry to hear about your father’s disappearance. I know 
what you’re thinking! No, I didn’t kidnap him! Heavens, no.” She giggled again. I 
glared at her. It had been what I was thinking. How did she—’’How did I know what 
you were thinking just then? Well, Victory, I don’t know if you were aware, but 
you’re not the only person with a microchip in your head.” She tapped her temple, 
smiling. 

Squelch and Peter snapped their necks to look at me. The weight of 
their eyes was palpable and my face went flush. “Wha—” said Squelch, cut off by 
Kilter again. 

“Oh dear, you haven’t told them about KIP? I’m sorry, Victory. I 
thought they were your friends. No matter, allow me to explain—” As she spoke, a 
green creature crawled out of some hole at the bottom of the plinth and up her pant 
leg. It climbed up to her track-suited shoulder and blinked at me. I almost 


screamed. “Pardon me, but this is a very long story and I believe it is best to start at 
the beginning.” The creature looked like a Brain Flea, slimy with wrinkled flesh 
and spherical pupil-dotted eyes. It wrapped into and around a disembodied, human 
skeletal hand of only bones and green goo. It ended in a jagged broken wrist, where 
those soulless white eyes perched and peered at me. Kilter regarded the thing on 
her shoulder with the air of a CEO whose secretary has just asked if they want 
some coffee. 

“Would you like some coffee?” She asked us. Peter and I shook our 
heads. 

“Yes, please!” Said Squelch. I shot him a dirty look. 

“What?” He said indignantly. “It’s free, isn’t it?” 

“Oh, yes!” Said Kilter, waving her hand at the hand monster. It 
scurried away and returned a moment later, expertly balancing a silver platter 
loaded with four cups of coffee, along with a bowl of sugar cubes and those little 
plastic cups of creamer. Squelch grasped his cup eagerly. Peter and I did the same, 
reluctantly. The hand monster wiggled exuberantly. I held the coffee cup with no 
intention of drinking it. The Scepter clutched in my other hand. I listened with 
mounting disbelief as Francesca Kilter explained the unexplainable. 


The floor opened behind my feet, one still missing a boot. A comfortable, plush 
armchair rose slowly behind me. I sat down and saw that Squelch and Peter had 
identical chairs rising to meet their butts. The old lady in the tracksuit flipped 
through the pages of her giant book as she spoke. This is the story that Francesca 
Kilter told us, at least, what I caught of it: 


“In November of the year 1016, the King Edmund Ironside of 
England, son of King Aethelred the Unready, was murdered. KingAethelred met 
his own end earlier that same year. The manner of his son Edmund’s death has 
been much disputed by historians. The true story of Edmund’s death was hidden, 
for reasons that will become clear. Edmund had been amid truce negotiations with 
a rival ruler, King Cnut the Great. Some speculate that a Viking hiding in his toilet 
killed Edmund. At the time, a ‘privy’ consisted of a board with a hole cut in it, like 
an outhouse. The latrine had a deep hole underneath where the waste collected, 
usually big enough for a person to hide. Although, who would want to?” 

“The true story is much stranger. King Edmund encountered death 
in the privy. However, there was no guilty Viking. The thing hiding in Edmund’s 
latrine was a strange creature, totally unlike most animals with which we are 
familiar today. The Cephalodicus Corundae is a shape-shifting being of ethereal 
terror. It didn’t kill King Edmund right away. It entered his brain. The creature 
controlled the king, wrapping its tendrils tightly around his cerebral cortex and 
expanding to manipulate his central nervous system.” 

“This is the first recorded instance of such a creature controlling a 
human being. Some have theorized that the creature sensed Edmund’s high status. 
It recognized an opportunity to exploit Edmund’s power and create more food for 
itself. However, before the creature could use Edmund’s body to subject England to 
destruction and domination, it was thwarted. King Cnut met with Edmund, 
intending to cement the terms of the truce that would split England between the two 
rulers.” 

“Cnut wrote later, in a secret confession of guilt, that Edmund was 
acting strangely that day. Edmund no longer wanted to negotiate peace, and he 
spoke in riddles, insults, and threats that Cnut interpreted as ‘of infernal and 
devilish in origin’.” 

“Suspicious and superstitious, Cnut ordered King Edmund killed. 
Upon Edmund’s beheading, the creature revealed itself and confirmed Cnut’s 
paranoia. Cnut described the creature: “The demon inside Edmund was a cursed 
thing. It writhed with green limbs and fled, squealing. Its eyes were great white 
orbs, darting and wobbling as it flew. The demon climbed a tree and vanished. I 
ordered the tree cut down and burned, but they could find no trail of the demon. 


Some foul enchantment had been placed on the privy of Edmund, which we also 
burned that day. Edmund’s men said that he had changed, becoming a different 
man when he completed his business in that privy’.” 

“Cnut exiled Edmund’s two sons to Sweden, and some say he hoped 
they would die there. Again, the truth is stranger. Cnut gave the two sons his secret 
confession letter, telling them why he murdered their father. He fabricated the story 
of the Viking in the latrine. This letter charged the boys with the task of avenging 
their father. The sons were both younger than two years old when they were exiled. 
The letter, and the boys, were placed in the care of King Olof of Sweden. Four 
years later, King Olof died. Edmund’s sons never read the letter.” 

“In the year 1122, Edmund Ironside’s grandson, Edgar Aethling, 
then a 71-year-old man, received a letter. A mysterious visitor delivered it to 
Edgar’s country home on a cold, stormy winter night. Edgar had long since retired 
from a life of war and adventure. He was a veteran of the Norman Conquest and the 
First Crusade. The visitor who brought the letter was a tall, thin man shrouded in a 
dark green cloak. He is said to have had a beard so long that it dragged on the 
ground as he walked. He left the letter with Edgar after explaining its origin. Edgar 
asked the visitor his name. He received no answer. Edgar asked if the contents of 
the letter were true.” 

““Undoubtedly,’ the man replied.” 

“Edgar asked one more question, “How can I avenge my 
grandfather’s death?’” 

“The man with the long beard promised to show Edgar the way. The 
man requested a bedchamber to rest in for the night. Edgar obliged. When a servant 
came to invite the visitor to breakfast the next morning, the bed held only a 
fleshless skeleton. It is said that the skeleton’s skull was burnt black. The pillow 
beneath it was a pile of gray ash.” 

“There is no contemporary historical record of Edgar Aethling’s 
death and for good reason. He was never crowned King of England, although he 
was the last surviving male heir of the original English royal family. He lived out 
his old age in quiet seclusion, never leaving his home. Then, one day in 1126, he 
simply disappeared from the world. No funeral was held, and no family mourned 
his loss.” 

“Unrelated lords and nobles inherited his land. Many of his 
possessions were burned or looted.” 

“The truth of Edgar’s disappearance is, you guessed it, stranger than 
the rumors surrounding it. One day, he awoke to find a door that hadn’t been there 
before. A key hung from the doorknob by a string. He opened the door and entered. 
When he closed it behind him, the door dissolved into empty air and a hard stone 
wall.” 


That’s about as much of the story as I could hear and understand. I 
tried to listen, to let the insane lady say her piece. For all I know, she claimed 
Edgar battled the big boss of the Brain Fleas, gained eternal life, developed 
superpowers, and now controls the Brain Fleas from an Antarctic ice castle or 
something. I couldn’t focus on what Kilter was saying. My ears were ringing. I 
stuck my finger in there and wiggled it around. It didn’t help. 

I looked around. That’s when I realized that something was very 
wrong. Squelch sat in his armchair with his mouth agape. He stared straight 
forward, unblinking. The coffee cup in his hand was empty. Mrs. Kilter was not 
interesting enough to elicit that reaction. She droned on. I couldn’t make myself 
pay attention to her. The ringing in my ears grew louder. It changed pitch slightly 
and an offbeat clicking noise started. I couldn’t remember what I had been worried 
about a moment ago. The stupid story sounded like a crock of malarkey to me. I 
couldn’t believe it was still dragging on. Under Kilter’s knitted brows, her eyes 
never moved away from the page. She persisted, saying, “In 1971, the Polar Ice 
Zoological Zeugma...” I looked past Squelch to see Peter in the same enraptured 
state. Leaned forward, mouth open, mug empty. I hadn’t even taken a sip of mine. I 
looked down at it in my lap. My brain felt empty, yet heavy. I looked up again at 
Francesca Kilter. She continued to ramble, “Edgar built his fortress above the...” 

The soft clicking in my ears became a drumbeat. The ringing 
morphed into a synthesizing wail producing a melody of some familiar but 
unnameable song. It skipped violently every few seconds, allowing me to catch a 
snippet of Kilter’s incessant yammering. The worst memory from the room with 
the Yellow Door came seeping up, unbidden. Snow fell from the ceiling in the 
library. Then, skip! No snow. Skip! I’m buried under the snow. Skip! No snow. 
The mug from one of the boys’ hands fell to the floor and shattered. 

Then, all at once, the whole dumb situation clicked into place for 
me. I knew what was going on. Kilter was distracting me, trying to convince me 
she was giving me the truth. She drugged the coffee. She poisoned the Welch boys. 
Kilter knew about KIP, and she had hacked him somehow. She was doing this to 
me. The music in my head began to blare and spasm. I screamed my thoughts over 
the deafening din of the scrambled “lo-fi hiphop beats to relax/study to.” This lady 
must work for Apollo Samson. They needed me out of the picture for whatever 
they had planned. If I didn’t stop her prattling nonsense about ancient kings and 
demons, then she would hypnotize me soon, too. 

“Hey! Shut up, lady! I’m trying to think!” I shouted. Something 
caught my wrists as I tried to stand up. To my horror, two skeleton hands held me 
back. Their creepy googly eyes stared impassively, and I could see thin green 
tendrils weaving into the fabric of the chair’s arms. I struggled to escape. Another 
pair of bony hands with spherical white eyes clutched at my ankles. I kicked one 
with my socked foot and it scurried away. Another handwriggled up from under the 


cushion of the recliner, grabbing the Scepter and running away with it, awkwardly 
skittering on thumb and pinkie finger. I screamed aloud, cursing Kilter and calling 
out for Squelch and Peter. I turned my head just in time to see the boys being tilted 
back and dropped through trapdoors on the floor. They were gone. The noise in my 
head stopped. 

Kilter scowled at me. She closed the giant book on the podium and 
picked it up. “Well, if you’re not going to listen to me, I suppose I won’t waste my 
time.”’ She tucked the book under her arm. “I thought you might like to know what 
your role in all this is.” She waved her free hand at the surrounding room. I opened 
my mouth, intending to request that Francesca Kilter please please let me go. 
(Okay, I wasn’t planning to be that nice about it.) Before I could speak, a thick 
aroma of poo and death choked my throat shut. I gagged. Two more green hands 
closed around my mouth and jerked my head back against the soft chair. 

Kilter spun on sneaker’d heels and hurried towards a bookshelf wall. 
Unsurprisingly, as she approached the shelf, a huge black door materialized. She 
unlocked it and left in a flash of light, accompanied by creaking hinges. The hands 
all let go at once and scurried away, slipping through nooks and crannies of the 
shelves that lined the walls. I was alone again. 

I cried, and I hated myself for it, hated my eyes and my nose and my 
snot and my weakness. I saw a mental image of my weakness manifested into a 
jellified purple lump of tears and sobbing gasps. I wanted to launch out of the chair 
and sprint across the hardwood floor. I wanted to tear away the books and shelves 
and wall where the black door had been, to create my own escape. Instead, I 
crumpled to the floor like a helpless little girl and dry heaved. The smell of rotten 
meat stung my nostrils and hung in the air around me. I cried until I couldn’t, then 
rolled over onto my back, fighting to breathe. I felt panic creep up from my 
stomach like food poisoning. It paralyzed me. The silence of the library seemed to 
press down on me with the weight of a dump truck. I don’t know how long I stayed 
there, stuck in limbo between shock and sleep. My mind raced with guilt, 
confusion, anger, fear, and sadness, all mixed in a soup of disgusting uselessness. 


I don’t remember getting up or how I chose which book to start with. I only 
remember plopping back down on the floor, sitting upright this time, and opening 
to the first page. The words kicked at me as I tried to read them. 

“My hypothesis, if correct, would oblige us to recognize the fact that 
the primary function of written communication is to facilitate slavery. Using 
writing for disinterested purposes, and as a source of intellectual pleasure, is a 
secondary result, and may even be turned into a means of strengthening, justifying 
or concealing the other.” 

I had to catch my breath. I never considered that idea before. It cast 
the prison of the library into a terrifying light. It turned out to be Phil Plummer 
quoting a different book: 1955’s Tristes Tropiques by Claude Levi-Strauss. I read it 
later. It’s very interesting. Plummer’s book was a terrible sci-fi novel about 
cyberpunk camel racing. The quote had no business in that cesspool of drivel and 
bad puns. I tossed it aside, desiring something less trivial. 

I pulled another book off the shelf and heard a deep humming. A 
skittering noise in the walls made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I 
dropped the book. The space the book had previously occupied glowed brightly. 
The light spread and shone through the cracks between the neighboring books. 
These books were pulled backward on segments of the shelf, hidden away. In their 
place floated a square of white light next to a flat-screen TV. On the TV, Henry 
“Arms” Inglehoff smarmed heartily. He wore the smirkiest of smirks. He waved at 
me and spoke. “Hi Victory, I really hope you can find it in yourself to assist us in 
our mission here. Problem is, I’m not much of a word man, myself, so to speak. We 
were sorta talking about how we could convince you, and I thought I’d whip 
something up for you. If you’d like to step through the door, I’d really appreciate it. 
But first, you’Il need to choose an option from the screen.” 

Inglehoff disappeared, and in his place were two options. “A. 
Baldwin-Felts or B. Rednecks.” I chose option A because I recognized B, and I was 
not a big fan. The bad guy on the screen waved me to the door, but I don’t think I 
intended to enter it. At first, I thought the doorway was doorless. A pane of glass 
slid away like a porch door. The next moment, I stepped into the light. 

I held a rifle and pointed it at somebody, but immediately stopped 
doing that. I shoved the rifle into the hands of the man next to me as I registered the 
bullets and bombs flying past. The smell of dirty fire. I locked eyes with the man I 
pushed my gun at. It was Arms. He smiled now. He said nothing. I screamed, but I 
couldn’t hear myself very well. I took in the panorama of the chaotic battle around 
me and noticed that my side possessed the high ground. We appeared to be 
winning. The advancing army of men down there wearing red bandanas looked 
poor and ragtag. Their guns looked older than the one I handed over. They still 
looked like they’d kill me if I let them. An airplane flew overhead and dropped 
explosives on our enemy. I shoved past my hastily chosen compatriots and tore 


open the first door I saw. I tripped and fell through the white light and sprawled on 
the UnderMall library floor. 

The TV robotically beseeched me to try option B. I wished I had 
both boots so I could effectively kick it. I stood up. A large hardcover book flew off 
the shelf and whizzed past my leg. I nearly wet myself, and then I saw my boot on 
the bookshelf in front of me. There was even a fresh pair of socks. The socks were 
clean and warm, so I tugged them on right away. I kicked the TV until it only 
displayed a twitching image of Mr. Inglehoff waving and smiling. The beseeching 
faded away. I bricked up the hole in the shelving by stacking up books. After I 
plugged in the hole, only one book remained in my hand. I glanced down at the 
title: The Voynich Manuscript: Decoded, by Joseph E. Mission. It had elaborately 
printed calligraphy words on the cover page. My jaw dropped. I hadn’t expected to 
see my father’s name on this big, leather-bound tome. I flipped to the last page and 
saw his face. A black-and-white photo of him, young and smiling. A single, cheesy 
tear rolled down my cheek and hit the page. I'd never seen him at this age. He 
looked like a teenager, his face small and beardless, sheltered under a big afro and 
thick horn-rimmed glasses. Behind my teary eyes, I felt angry. I didn’t know his 
part in all the things I had gone through that day. I needed someone to blame for all 
of it, and here he was. 

The book was the strangest thing I had ever tried to read. Curly 
strokes of ink formed the letters of a language dissimilar from any I had ever seen. I 
asked KIP to identify the language and got no reply. That made me nervous. | 
hadn’t gone without KIP’s voice in a long time. Some small pool of relief lurked 
behind the waterfall of fear and confusion in my head, though. At least he wasn’t 
loudly glitching out in my head. I flipped through the book and found weird, 
otherworldly illustrations painted between paragraphs and all over the margins, 
brightly colored and crudely drawn. The pictures showed unrecognizable plants and 
animals in ugly, whimsically horrific anatomical diagrams. At the bottom of every 
page, in ultra-fine print, were the translations of the words on the pages. The only 
legible English was in the book’s introduction and was how I recognized that the 
fine print was my father’s decoding. I squinted and got my eyes super close to the 
pages, but still couldn’t make sense of the fine print. I wished I had a magnifying 
glass. 

Almost before I thought that, the floorboard in front of me flipped 
over, by its own power. Lying there in the hole in the floor sat a large black- 
handled magnifying glass. Panic renewed its gnawing attack on my mind. My 
blood ran cold. I stared at the floor where the glass sat, wary. Something in the 
library could hear my thoughts. Ugh. There’s no creepier feeling. Nothing is more 
unsettling than to find someone sifting around in your brain. I attempted to look at 
the bright side. It seemed like whoever was invading the sanctuary of my mind 
wanted to help me. Nothing to do but pick the stupid thing up, I supposed. 


The magnifying glass worked fine, but it helped little. The fine print 
was as incomprehensible as the code language was a word salad: a mish-mash of 
grammatically incorrect gibberish. I set the book aside and went back to the shelves 
to pick another. While I stood there and read the titles, I realized how thirsty I was. 
A book that I later discovered was called The Autobiography of Genghis Khan, 
flew off the shelf, whizzing past my ear. Dumbstruck, I peered into the empty space 
it left behind. A cold glass of ice water sat on the shelf. I picked it up and examined 
it. It looked almost green in the dim light of the library. The thought of drinking it 
scared me. What if it was also drugged? Then I thought, so what? They already 
have me captured here, imprisoned. What’s the worst that could happen? I drank 
deeply. It was the best-tasting water I’d ever had. I drank the whole thing and 
immediately, another book fell off the shelves to my right. 

Behind it sat another glass of water, as ice-cold and delicious as the 
first. I sipped at it as I wished furiously for my cat. A book that fell from a tall shelf 
revealed a small plush cat. Further inspection revealed absolutely nothing hidden 
inside its cotton stuffing. 

I wished for Taco Butt Butt-tatoes. A slim book near my food 
caught my eye. It was emblazoned in gold: P.I.Z.Z.A. Agent Log. There was a 
round insignia full of wavy lines below these words. The inside of the cover was 
stamped, “IF FOUND PLEASE DESTROY. 1.13.8976.74. Greta Pickle, Agent 
013.” I spent a while looking and wishing for other P.I.Z.Z.A. Agent Logs. Pickle’s 
neat, cramped handwriting had allowed her to fill the little book with a wealth of 
information. 

From page 7: “April 10th, 1987. Possible experiments on the 
creature colloquially known as the “Brain Flea’ are many and diverse. Despite the 
creature’s strange physiology, a significant portion of the Brain Flea’s body is 
functionally identical to the human brain. The aggregate results of Brain Flea 
research are incredible. This project is already arguably the most revolutionary 
scientific effort in history, and we are nowhere close to being finished. We are 
producing so much energy in the lab that we have to feed it back into the local 
power grid. We’ve had to increase the lumen output of every streetlight for a 25- 
mile radius to burn the power off safely. The impending advancements in 
neurology, transportation, quantum mechanics, and ballistics are nothing less than 
astounding. Astounding, in fact, to an alarming degree. The P.I.Z.Z.A and its 
underwriter, Inglehoff Industries, have wisely agreed to cease distribution or sale of 
technologies developed from our research here.” 

“The word on the street is the Pentagon is providing funding under 
the table and indefinitely, under the condition that our discoveries remain the 
exclusive property of the federal government. Of course, there are a few drawbacks 
to this arrangement: I won’t be winning the Nobel Prize for anything that goes on 
in this lab. I think the benefits of keeping our knowledge out of the hands of those 


who wish to invade or destroy our country are obvious. I suspect that the 
exponential rate of scientific advancement in our research is well and truly 
supernatural. Regardless of how banal and silly we make our experiments, our team 
always seems to end up with new paradigm-changing inspiration by the end. I 
theorize that these new technologies and ideas are being fed to us by some more- 
successful interloper civilization with whom we can only communicate by studying 
the Fleas. It’s a funny feeling to watch NASA building rockets and publicly 
banging their heads against the wall of the search for extraterrestrial life, while we 
toil in obscurity, getting a lot more done. Perhaps the breakthrough needed to solve 
the extraterrestrial question is simply the construction of a better telephone.” 

There were so many books here, brimming with amazing facts and 
plans. The library offered an encyclopedic range of mind-blowing discoveries and 
intrigues. 

Absolutely none of it helped to me here. Although I was conscious 
of the futility of the whole thing, I couldn’t stop reading. 

Later, I set to reading my next chosen book: The Seven Butts of the 
World, by Phil Plummer. I had no idea how long I had been in the library. Instead 
of tallying the days that passed, I kept a tally of the books I read. I scratched marks 
on the cover of my father’s useless nonsense book with a pair of scissors. A mess 
of books, dishes, and random items that the library had given me scattered across 
the floor, overtaking the room. One shelf dropped and revealed a bed after I wished 
for it. On the other side of the room, a toilet appeared, but no matter how hard I 
wished for a shower, I couldn’t find one. 

On the wall revealed by the bed-shelf, a web of yarn festooned my 
conspiracy board. I used color-coded strings to connect pictures and pages ripped 
from various books. Most of it was pointless dead ends. Plummer’s The Seven 
Butts of the World, on the other hand, turned out to be the most useful guide I could 
have asked for. It contained answers to questions that I hadn’t even thought to ask. 
[ll try to explain, so bear with me. 

The “Seven Butts” referred to by the title are places, focal points of 
a type of energy that Plummer called “the Stink.” You probably know some of 
them: The Bermuda Triangle, Stonehenge, the Great Pyramid of Giza, and Machu 
Picchu in Peru. The others are more obscure: Brunt Ice Shelf, Antarctica; the 
Devil’s Sea, South of Japan; and Toad’s Butt, Tennessee. According to Plummer, 
all these places had documented incidents of paranormal activity, unexplained 
disappearances, and frequent magnetic aberrations. The Stink caused all these 
events, and where there is Stink, there are Stinkers. Where there are Stinkers, there 
are Brain Fleas. 

Plummer said, “As bees are to the beehive, so are Brain Fleas to the 
Stinkers. The Brain Fleas gather energy and organic matter, digesting it into a 
smooth puree and then regurgitating that with wild abandon. The fluid expelled by 


the Brain Fleas has curious physical properties. Flea-Juice is magnetic, but not 
metallic. The Fleas deposit the Juice wherever they please, and the Juice takes on a 
life of its own. It coalesces into the form of a Stinker: a shapeshifting being, an 
organism that uses an atypical cell structure never seen before their first recorded 
scientific discovery in 1480. Some have called the Stinkers a plant/animal hybrid. 
The Stinkers have bodies that mimic the physical shapes of many terrestrial and 
marine animals. They also imitate plants even more effectively.” 

“The composition and operation of the Stinkers’ bodies are, 
however, somewhat similar to that of a mushroom. Some theorize that a sort of 
“spore” exists, as yet undefined by human observation. I will call this spore, the 
“Stink.” The Stink is an energy signature, a kind of feedback from magnetic fields, 
which “broadcasts” the genetic code of the Stinkers. The Stink “inspires” the Juice 
to form a Stinker. Stinkers have a mycelial structure, a series of thin threads, but 
the strings organize themselves into the cellular shape of whatever being the 
Stinker has imitated.” 

Plummer’s book has four chapters detailing the scientific 
discoveries related to Fleas and Stinkers. It has a chapter each for every one of the 
world’s Butts. The chapter about Egypt’s Great Pyramid says that beneath the 
Pyramid lies a network of catacombs full of dead bodies. These tunnels of tombs 
provided an excellent breeding ground for the Brain Fleas, who love living in quiet, 
empty places that smell of rot and decay. 

The chapter about the Brunt Ice Shelf in Antarctica says that 
thousands of years ago, Fleas and Stinkers abounded on that continent. Antarctica 
was a verdant land, with plants and wildlife all its own. In the modern era, 
researchers from P.I.Z.Z.A. first discovered a resurgence of the Stinkers while 
scanning the Antarctic ice for preserved remains of prehistoric animals. To their 
surprise, the Fleas appeared on their scans, jumping around hundreds of feet below 
the ice’s surface. Plummer claims that P.I.Z.Z.A.’s research fell into the hands of a 
wealthy investment company, which pressured the researchers to take part in a 
drilling project. 

The chapter about Toad’s Butt, Tennessee, is the most interesting 
and unbelievable. Plummer says that Toad’s Butt National Lab is an artificial Butt. 
They constructed it to hide and support the bunker underneath it. They created the 
bunker with the intention of housing and studying the “Ice Fleas” (as they called 
them at the time), but the containment was inadequate. As soon as they removed 
the Fleas from the Antarctic ice, problems arose. Specimens escaped. Several cargo 
boats and planes crashed or disappeared trying to transport the Fleas to TBNL. 
Reports of these incidents were, in every case, lost or unintelligible. 

When they finally successfully transported a few Fleas to TBNL, 
they wreaked havoc. No enclosure would hold them. They killed or “altered” every 
biologist, botanist, battle commander, or doctor placed in charge of the project. Yet 


the investment company wouldn’t give up. They expanded the Toad’s Butt facility. 
They reinforced the walls with four inches of lead. Nothing they tried did anything 
to solve the growing epidemic of Brain Flea infections. Plummer blames many 
factors for what he calls the “foolish insistence of greedy men to exacerbate already 
unmanageable failures in the name of ‘scientific progress’ “. 

When I read that line, it reminded me of my father. It felt almost 
like he was reading it to me. It sounded like something he would say. Reading went 
slower without KIP helping me, but I got used to doing it manually. My mind 
wandered more without him, but I got by. My father continued the line with a piece 
of lecturing. I had been helping him weed the garden in our backyard. I asked him 
why KIP was called “Knowledge Is Power.” My father chuckled. He said, “Greedy 
men often want power, without knowing what it is they are asking for. They seek to 
control, but they are unaware that control and power are different things. Dictators 
and kings, throughout history, will seize control of an entire country, but without 
knowing how to run one. Imagine that!” He stared me down, pausing for effect, 
“Really imagine being in charge of a country, what that would require of you. It’s 
more responsibility than a privilege, most of the time. Sure, you can cavort about 
abusing your authority for a while, if you just want a few good years before the 
poor people revolt against you. But actually trying to make everyone in an entire 
country happy? Convince them to like you? It’s an impossible job that only a 
madman could want.” 

My mind was miles and years away, not looking at the book in my 
lap anymore, just staring and thinking. My prison cell slammed back into focus 
when saw the wall move. The shelf directly in front of me jumped, books and all, 
out from the wall on its left side. The shelf reached out like an enormous arm, 
ready to slap me, but stopped just short. Books teetered, threatening to fall on my 
head. The end of the shelf closest to me raised. A small square door opened on the 
wall at the other end. Then, the books dominoed and the shelf and its books slid 
away into the door and disappeared. The wooden wall slid down and revealed a 
row of seven lockers, silver metal doors splotched with graffiti. 

When I got close, I realized I knew all seven names printed on the 
masking tape labels. Phil Plummer’s book named all the major members of the 
organization known as P.I.Z.Z.A. He was one and my father another. Maria 
Plummer, Apollo Samson, Francesca Kilter, “Arms” Inglehoff, and to my surprise, 
William Weller (AKA Wet Willie, of Wet Willie’s Bookshop) were all listed. 
Plummer’s book had footnotes that referenced books by almost all seven. Apollo 
Samson didn’t author any books, it seemed. I reached out. Only my father’s locker 
lacked a padlock hanging from its handle. The door was ajar. I pulled it open and 
found nothing. An empty metal cubby and a useless combination lock cleanly 
snapped with bolt cutters. Someone had already raided the locker. I wished for a 
pair of my own bolt cutters. Nothing happened. I had already tried wishing to the 


library for a magic key, like Kilter’s. Her Flea servants had left my ring of magic 
keys, but none of them could make a door appear in here. I wished for an escape 
chute like the one that brought me here. No dice. I wished for a giant drill machine 
like the one that disturbed the Fleas in the Antar tic. Nothing. I wished Squelch and 
Peter were with me. I wished for my father to show up. Even my sister would do. 
No one burst in. I gave up wishing for a while. 

I settled into the bed again and read some more of the books lining 
the walls. I searched the shelves for books by the P.I.Z.Z.A. agents. My web of 
colorful yarn grew wilder and wilder. “Arms” Inglehoff had written three books, 
full of diagrams and blueprints for buildings. Apparently, Inglehoff was an architect 
or something. The only words in his books were sparse captions, providing little 
information about what the depicted structures were, or whether they were ever 
built. I pored over them, nonetheless. I had little better to do. Many of the 
blueprints showed the secret ins and outs of the Toad’s Butt National Lab, now 
destroyed. Predictably, although there was a section labeled “The UnderMall,” the 
entire chapter after that title page had been ripped out. 

I groaned and kept reading. I must have read and reread his books a 
hundred times, looking for some clue about how to get out of the library, but found 
none. 

Maria Plummer’s book was almost as interesting as her husband’s. 
It had the format of a biology textbook, exclusively focusing on the Fleas and 
Stinkers. There were illustrations, graphs, and data galore. Most of it was 
incomprehensible to me, so it was fitting that the title read, The Enigmatic 
Specimens of the Polar Ice. I learned a few things from her book. She said that the 
various forms of the Stinkers were limited to imitations of the local wildlife. I 
thought about this and puzzled over the fact that I had seen a Stinker, right here in 
Toad’s Butt. It was in the shape of a giant seahorse-octopus. Had Maria Plummer 
been mistaken? She had multiple PhDs, according to the title page of Enigmatic 
Specimens. It didn’t seem likely that she would be totally wrong about the Stinkers. 

Maria Plummer’s book also went into detail about what happened to 
a human body once a parasitic Brain Flea took over. Stage one consisted of mental 
confusion and distraction, brought on by the whims of the Flea clashing with those 
of the human host. Stage two warned of the total submission of the human host to 
the Flea, which caused violence and extremely odd language patterns. Dr. Plummer 
said that in stage two, “Hosts take on an air of smug superiority, and seem to 
communicate with riddles and nonsequiturs.” Stage three was the worst. At that 
point, the host’s body loses all flesh, which is converted into green goo. The bones 
remained, allowing the Fleas to use their structure like a hermit crab might use an 
aluminum can for a shell. 

The most horrible part? The host’s skeleton might break apart into a 
hundred pieces, but the skull would catch on fire and burn forever. I wondered why 


I hadn’t seen that yet. How long did it take, exactly? What if Squelch and Peter 
were being experimented on as I sat twiddling my thumbs? I suspected by now, 
everyone in Toad’s Butt could be infected. Perhaps they were beyond saving. 
Perhaps they were all wandering around town with flaming skulls and Fleas 
stealing their hands and feet. I kept reading. I had to find something, but I didn’t 
know what. There had to be some hidden information that would solve all of this. I 
couldn’t just lie there and continue to feel helpless. 

They did not cite Apollo Samson as a source in any of the books I 
read. I didn’t see his name printed on the spines of any books in the library. Phil 
Plummer cited William Weller in his footnotes, multiple times. He had written 
dozens of books, but none of them were in the library with me. I sighed and 
muttered to myself. I checked and double-checked the shelves for either of their 
names. 

Instead, I found a slim volume written by Francesca Kilter. Her 
book was dry and clinical. She simply titled it Logs 1984-2009. I figured she must 
have been a doctor. She had cataloged her daily activities for those years, from 
breakfast to bedtime. It was scattered and useless. “8:32 a.m. 7/7/89: Breakfast: two 
pieces of toast, buttered, one cup of coffee. Seventeen-minute drive to work. 9:48 
a.m. ran blood tests on patients 00267 and 00283. Results normal. 00283 showing 
slight evidence of anemia. Lunch at 12:17 p.m. Turkey sandwich on wheat with 
mustard and muenster cheese, one Granny Smith apple, ice water. 1:50 p.m., 
administered 60 milligrams acetaminophen to patient 00285, who reported a 
headache.” Kilter’s book went on and on like that. It was unclear why Plummer 
cited Kilter’s work in a footnote at all. The pointless log didn’t shed any light on 
the Fleas, Stinkers, or the eventual downfall of P.I.Z.Z.A. 

The most interesting thing I found in Kilter’s Logs was a bookmark. 
A letter addressed to me. The return address bore my father’s name: “Joe Mission, 
Toad’s Butt, TN, 37920”. I clutched it as tightly as a life raft in a stormy sea. 


A few hours after I found that letter, I felt ready for battle. I knew everything. 
Inside the envelope, had been a key. Not a magic key, or even a regular key, like 
the one for my house’s front door, but a series of letters and numbers. I applied the 
key to my father’s book: The Voynich Manuscript: Decoded and decoded his 
decoding. It was all there. Blueprints for the UnderMall, disguised as crude 
paintings of fanciful plants and animals. A note on one page with strange 
anatomical figures led me to re-examine Kilter’s logs. All the words were just 
drivel. It was the time stamps that mattered. I spent an hour straightening them out 
into security codes for secret doors which led out of the library. My father’s cipher 
held the truth of all the subjects that every other book in the library just danced 
around. I finally felt informed and prepared. I knew my enemy and what I'd have to 
do to stop them. My father’s map depicted an unseen storage area of the library 
labeled “Tool Closet.” A drawing of what appeared to be a mix between a dog and 
a cockatoo turned out to be a map of the hospital wing of the UnderMall. The room 
where RoboBob lay disassembled on the floor was labeled “Junk Room.” It was 
directly above the library. All I had to do to get to it was climb one of the library 
shelf ladders and move a certain ceiling tile. I punched in a code on a hidden 
keypad and a trap door opened above my head. I made short work of repairing and 
improving RoboBob to be better than ever. The doors out of RoboBob’s room were 
closed off, locked down by thick steel bars. No matter. I needed to get back down 
to the library, anyway. All part of the plan. 

Back in the library, I found three envelopes tucked underneath the 
plate of hash browns and pancakes I wished for. The breakfast, complete with hot 
coffee, sat on an otherwise empty shelf. I took the food and stuffed the envelopes 
and myself as I sat on the floor writing letters. When I finished, I tore down my 
conspiracy web. I crumpled it all up. On the map of the library, disguised as a sort 
of chicken with lobster claws, I found a spot marked “Garbage Incinerator.” I 
chucked all my notes and rippedout pages down the tube that I had wished up. I 
threw the scissors, yarn, dirty dishes, and magnifying glass down there, too. I 
folded up the bed and hid the toilet again. I tidied up and re-shelved the mountains 
of books I had taken down. I walked over to the lockers emblazoned with the 
names of P.I.Z.Z.A. agents. I ran my hand along the bottom edge of the shelf 
beneath the lockers and found the button. One press and the shelf sucked away into 
the wall, books and all. In its place, a row of mailboxes appeared, bearing the same 
names as the lockers above them. I placed one letter in each of the mailboxes of 
William Weller, Maria Plummer, and Joseph Mission. No stamp required. I knew 
from the Voynich Manuscript’s illustration of a grotesque human/broccoli hybrid 
that the library mailboxes led to a network of pneumatic tubes. As soon as I closed 
each mailbox door, the letters would zip through the winding tubes. They would 
shortly appear at the doorsteps of the addressees. 

After my little mail-call, I had nothing left to do but wait. I closed 


the shelves again to hide away the lockers and mailboxes and laid down on the 
hardwood floor. Hand to my brow in mock despair, I prepared mentally to play 
dumb for the visitor I was expecting at any moment. I missed KIP. It was always 
easy to entertain myself while pretending to be asleep if I had the Internet behind 
my eyelids. I fell asleep. The dream my mind conjured was a chunky mix of 
fantasy and memory. I dreamed of the Room with the Yellow Door, where 
everything always had a messed-up logic test behind it. In this puzzle, I played the 
part of a castaway on a desert island, tasked with figuring out how to make a raft 
out of debris and sail it back toward the mainland. It ended with me crafting a ray 
gun out of microwave parts, instead, to cook fish while they were still in the water. 
I built a shelter out of plane parts and settled into desert island life. I stayed in the 
simulation for so long that my father pulled me out without solving the puzzle. All 
of that actually happened, sort of. 

In the dream version, the desert island was a dessert island, a giant 
mountain of ice cream sundaes, with chocolate rivers and a whipped cream 
snowcap. I scooped a gummy fish out of the sea. When I bit into it, expecting 
sweetness, its squishy flesh tasted like spoiled broccoli and cheese soup. I retched. 
A man with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for a head stood in the sugary sand 
nearby, clad in an immaculately clean white suit, and pointing at me. He laughed a 
throaty laugh, flapping his stupid bread lips. I chased him. He slipped away into a 
big dark cave on the side of the ice cream mountain. Huge popsicle stalactites hung 
from the ceiling. They were wobbling and threatening to impale me if I went in 
after him. I woke up sweating. 

A door opened, and a bright light entered. All according to plan. 
Willie walked in. He stooped to fit through the pink cabinettype door next to the 
library toilet. He saw me and smiled that familiar kindly smile. “Miss Victory! So 
good to be seeing you. I got your letter!” His voice was hoarse. He pulled the 
envelope out of his pocket and tapped it. “So, you’ ve figured it all out, eh? How did 
you sneak in here? I don’t believe anyone has ever managed that before. We at the 
P.I.Z.Z.A. kept our secrets locked up quite well.” He held up a hand, stopping me 
before I could respond. “No matter. Your letter says you’re calling in the favor I 
owe you. Well, fair enough. As it happens, I do know where Phil Plummer is. I 
must warn you, though, he’s not in the most presentable state.” Willie walked 
across the room and pulled a large book from a shelf along with a thermos and two 
cups from behind it. He replaced the book and poured me a cup of coffee. “It won’t 
do to be tired and groggy, where we’re headed,” Willie warned. A pair of armchairs 
rose from the floor again. One was perfectly placed to catch Willie, who already sat 
down before the chair appeared. I eyed the other chair suspiciously and paced the 
floor instead. 

“Willie, how could you keep this from me? I thought we were 
friends. Friends don’t keep secrets.” I chastised him. 


“Hmm. They don’t? I heard that you yourself were keeping a few 
secrets from your friends Sam and Peter Welch.” I must not have hidden my 
reaction well, because Willie read me like a book. He pointed to his temple. My 
mind raced. Did he have his own KIP, too? It seemed likely that he was in cahoots 
with the Butt County Book Club, keeping tabs on me for years. He continued 
smiling. “Oh! You didn’t think I knew that? Drink your coffee, child, you’ve got a 
long day ahead of you. I won’t judge you for keeping secrets. Some truths are 
dangerous, and it’s natural to wish to protect your friends from danger.” 

“Not knowing about P.I.Z.Z.A. put me in danger. You could have 
told me this and saved me a lot of trouble. Francesca Kilter kidnapped Squelch and 
Peter. Someone burned my house down! With my cat inside!” I shouted, fighting 
back tears. I threw down my coffee cup. “Take me to Phil Plummer. This ends now. 
I’m not wasting any more time, Willie.” 

Willie got up from his chair slowly. The library toilet protruded 
from the wall beside me once more. Willie walked across the room and dropped his 
cup and thermos into the porcelain bowl. I stared him down. He stared back. With a 
casual hand, he flushed, and the toilet burbled. The bowl changed shape to swallow 
the thermos whole, crunching the ceramic cup to smithereens. A horrendous 
gurgling noise emerged from the toilet’s innards. The bowl swallowed itself with a 
deafening GULP that echoed off the ceiling of the library. The whole toilet melted 
through the floor and disappeared. That was definitely not in the Voynich 
Manuscript. 

The hole in the floor widened and deepened. A spiral staircase 
assembled itself, swirling downward into darkness. Willie gestured, bidding me to 
descend. “Ladies first,” he quipped, “Don’t worry, I'll be right behind you. It’s 
perfectly safe.” 

“Where does it go?” I asked. 

“Down,” Willie smiled. “To the real UnderMall. I believe you’ve 
had enough smoke and mirrors for a while. You’re ready for the truth now, aren’t 
you?” 

I nodded. One foot in front of the other, I staggered down the 
narrow stairs and squinted down into the black void below. Willie shuffled down 
behind me. 

After I went down one twist of the staircase, I had to stop. The hole 
above closed up, sucking away what little light I had. Before I could ask how I was 
supposed to get down the stairs in pitch black, a little bit of light seeped up from 
below. A green, flickering light. The stairs themselves glowed, a soft pulse of 
emerald. My eyes adjusted. 

It was a long climb. After what seemed like an hour, I thought we 
must be near the bottom. The steps glowed brighter. The air smelled of mildew and 
rotten fruit. My legs hurt. I worried I was being led down into Hell. That wasn’t 


Willie behind me, just some clever demon who tricked me into walking myself 
down into the underworld. I expected to hear tortured screaming and gnashing of 
teeth at any moment. Just then, I heard something. Rising slowly out of the silence, 
a scraping insect sound—crickets! I looked back at Willie. He said nothing, just 
ushered me onward with a waving backhand. I kept walking. The buzz of the 
cricket sound rang in my ears, a harsh wail. It grew louder. The light grew brighter 
and greener. The rich, rotten smell grew thicker. Then, a golden door. I felt a jolt in 
my hip as the stairs ended before I expected them to. A splash sounded. I had 
stomped into a puddle on the bottom landing. A thin spray of liquid hit me in the 
face. The horrid smell grew worse. 

Willie gently pushed past. The howling drone of bug noise almost 
completely hid the soft jangle of his ring of keys. A gold key glimmered in his 
hand. 


To my mounting horror and distress, a skeleton’s hand clawed and punched 
through the soft, rotting soil, emerging like a worm in a rainstorm. The blaring 
siren of an annoying alarm clock split my eardrums. My heartbeat hammered blows 
inside my chest. A bug flew into my open mouth, and I spit it out, hacking. I did 
not take my eyes off the skeleton’s hand. Ropes of green slime coated the bones, 
and the stench of death hung everywhere. The hand reached blindly over the dirt, 
feeling around for something. Fleshless fingers clattered against the granite of his 
tombstone. The epitaph read: Phillip James Plummer—-1955 to 2013—Loving 
Husband, Dedicated Truth-Seeker. Phil Plummer’s skeletal fingertips found a 
button under the inscription. The alarm stopped. 

I watched in disbelief. Phil Plummer’s skeleton sat up. A spray of 
black dirt and tiny white mushrooms flew from his skull. No coffin, casket, or 
mausoleum emerged, but simply a green zombified skeleton, yawning. He stretched 
his arms theatrically and rubbed the sleep from his eye sockets. He looked straight 
at me with those hyperactive googly eyes in his skull. I couldn’t read the 
expression on his un-face, but I knew that he saw me. He turned his vacant gaze on 
Willie, to my right. I suppose he decided we weren’t very interesting. He turned his 
head away from us. The green slimy tendons coating his spine bulged and creaked. 
The skeleton of Phil Plummer pushed another button on his headstone. A coffee pot 
and a mug slid out of a hatch that opened on the side of the stone. 

The coffee pot was full of steaming green liquid. Phil lethargically 
poured it into his mug and turned back to us. He took a sip. His mug said, “Don’t 
talk to me until I’ve had my coffee” in friendly yellow bubble letters. The cup also 
bore a cartoon image of a grumpy frog holding a coffee mug. Phil’s skull caught on 
fire within seconds of his first sip. The green liquid trickled down his chin and off 
his ribs. It looked very sticky. 

I tore my eyes away from the sight of Plummer’s flaming head. I 
looked at Willie, hoping to find some sign that he saw the same thing that I did. 

Willie looked bored. In a nonchalant tone uniquely inappropriate for 
someone who just entered a subterranean graveyard through a golden door, and 
standing three feet away from a burning skull, Willie said, “You said you knew all 
my dark secrets. You asked me to take you to him. What did you expect? I mean, 
are you going to ask him a question, or what?” 

I gawked, gaped, and finally stammered, “Where... where...are we, 
Willie? What...is this?” gesturing vaguely at the chamber, with its forty-foot-tall 
ceiling covered with swarms of fireflies. 1 waved my hand to emphasize the golden 
door and the thick vines and vegetation lining the walls. I purposely avoided 
gesticulating anywhere near the undead corpse of Phil Plummer. Phil clacked his 
teeth at me as if to speak. No words came out of his mouth. 

“Oh, pardon me,” Willie retorted. “I thought you knew. You seemed 
so sure that you knew the entire story. I figured you were aware of your father’s 


Stinker Containment Unit. His “greatest invention’?” Willie used air quotes, 
mocking me with the wording of my letter. “You mean to tell me you really don’t 
know where you are? I thought you just needed my key to get where you wanted to 
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go. 

“Uh. No. I thought. I thought...” I trailed off. It was difficult to 
process the things I was seeing. I have since learned that most medical 
professionals do not recommend hanging out with the recently reanimated 
deceased. As I understand it, too much socialization with walking cadavers can 
lead to mental health risks. Most physical ailments from zombies and vampires are 
easily avoidable, as long as you don’t get bitten. I backed away from Phil Plummer. 
My sense of selfassurance dissipated fully. Phil clacked a little more, then stopped. 
I think he just remembered that we couldn’t understand his clacking. 

Willie continued berating me, “You said you had learned everything 
you needed to learn. You wrote you were ready to take “decisive action’.” Air 
quotes again. 

“No,” my voice quivered into thick, rancid air. “I won’t finish 
learning until my face melts and my skull catches fire.” I sighed. Something 
cracked inside me. I leaked determination. The emotional combustion engine in my 
soul sputtered to a stall. 

“That was the correct answer,” Willie said softly. He walked off, 
pushing past Phil Plummer’s skeleton as it shambled to stand up. He moved 
quickly. I watched him go, but I was reluctant to stray too far away from the gold 
door, the exit. I glanced back and realized with a growing sense of dread that I 
forgot how the magic doors worked. The gold door disappeared and its keyholder 
was no longer near enough to make it appear. I ran after Willie. I did not stop to 
contemplate the absurdity of Phil Plummer picking up a wide-brimmed hat from 
behind his headstone. He pressed it onto his fiery skull and followed me. We 
chased Willie towards a small stone house in the distance. 

A yellow lantern hung beside the door of the house up ahead. Willie 
approached it and knocked. The door opened. He slipped inside and out of sight. I 
ran. Every footstep took substantial effort. My feet slid and splashed on the soupy 
mud. I finally made it. I banged heartily on the moss-coated wooden door. A 
wheezy voice from inside said, “Well, come on in, then!” The door swung open. I 
stumbled inside. The green glow of the graveyard’s firefly ceiling gave way to 
warm light inside the house. I looked around and saw Willie nowhere. The whole 
place was just one room. Plush-patterned rugs and trash covered the floor. Candy 
wrappers, soda cans, and delivery food boxes piled up everywhere. I didn’t see any 
windows. Dozens of camping lanterns perched on every available surface lit the 
room. A shabby figure bent over a table against the far wall. Bits of scrap metal, 
gears, springs, and wires piled high on the table. 

“Wipe yer feet! Were ya raised in a dadgum barn?” The figure at the 


table shouted as she turned around. I did as I was bid. Phil’s skeleton did the same, 
scrubbing his bony feet on the bristles of the mat. The fire of his skull crackled and 
spouted through the cap of his stupid hat. Flames licked the ceiling, leaving sooty 
black stripes. The figure belonged to a little old white lady, utterly unfazed by Phil 
Plummer’s presence. She appeared pale and wrinkled and wore big round welding 
goggles with dark purple lenses. She raised the goggles to rest on her forehead, 
revealing pale blue eyes underneath. Thin wisps of gray hair were pulled into a 
practical, grease-smeared bun on top of her head. 

“Did Willie just come in here? Where’d he go?” I asked her. I 
glanced around, searching for a back door. 

“Agent Weller? He ain’t in here. He took the Yeller Door back to 
the dang surface.” She waved a hand vaguely at an empty wall next to a wood- 
burning stove in the corner. My heart sank. He was gone. The old lady eyed me 
suspiciously, saying, “And who’s you? Are we recruitin’ spring chickens these 
days? I’ ve been down here since Hell was a pub.” 

“My name is Victory—” 

“Ahh, Mission, yes! I reckon I ‘member you well enough.” She cut 
me off short, looking me up and down, and pattered closer, producing a short silver 
tool from her smudged overall pocket. She shined a blue light in my eye with it. 
“You can call me Rat. Just Rat. A creepy little critter living off the dead things and 
their trash. Hmmm...” She considered me thoroughly as a doctor might. Her back 
bent as she walked around me. She looked deep into my eyes. She shoved a device 
in my ear. It made a hectic clicking noise. I jerked away. 

“Hey!” I yelped. “Stop that! Who are you? Where am I?!” 

“Bless yer heart, dumpling.” Rat’s hands rested on her hips. She 
stood still for a moment, squinting at the handle of the device in her hand. 
Thinking. 

Satisfied, she looked back up at me. “They said you were 
inquisitive. Fair enough. I don’t get many living visitors down here. Sit, sit.” 

A compartment opened in the far wall. Scrap metal and junk slid 
away as the tabletop rose. When it came back down, it was empty. Before the 
compartment door could close, Rat grabbed a black plastic bag from inside and 
pulled it out. Phil, Rat, and I sat on hard wooden stools. 

“This is yer Pa’s place. The UnderMall was his invention, the pride 
of his life.” Rat held eye contact with me for a long time. I felt awkward and my 
eyes fell on the black bag where she rested her hands. Rat sighed. “I really hate this 
job with a passion sometimes. That’s why I keep my house in such a state. The 
P.I.Z.Z.A. guys never loiter long.” 

She leaned her stool back on two legs. “Used to be, I’d come home 
from graveyard upkeep. There’d be a couple of suits sittin’ right where y’all are, 
waiting for me. They’d go on and on about ‘quarterly goals’ and “reevaluating our 


core comp’ tencies.” Ain’t none of what they say makes a lick of sense. Just like all 
them politicians always circling the company with their pockets stuffed with bribes. 
They ne’er want to get their hands dirty, so they just talk. They think talking will 
make them seem useful to the big boss. Now I’ve got the house properly broken in. 
If a suit comes by at all, they’1l be gone faster than a cockroach is when it hears the 
light switch flip. Do you know why a rat lives in the sewer, Victory?” 

“Uhh, because they like to be dirty?” I guessed, missing KIP. I was 
sick of looking like an idiot whenever someone asked me a question. He just 
always used to be there, whispering the answers in my ear. 

“Nope, that ain’t it. A rat likes to be clean when it can be. They 
simply tolerate the dirt for the rewards. The sewer provides a convenient place to 
avoid the dangers of cohabitatin’ with humans. Yet, it also gives the rats access to 
an entire network of drains. The dirty water goes down the drains, but the rats go 
up!” Rat slapped her knee. “So that’s why I volunteered for this assignment. Most 
people don’t want to do the dirty work, so they don’t see the perks. “To the victor 
go the spoils’, as they say.” 

“So you work for P.I.Z.Z.A.? What is your assignment, exactly?” 

“Oh, pretty simple stuff. Maintenance and security for the lowest 
two levels of the UnderMall complex. Although most of my superiors don’t know 
about the level under this one. They just assume this is all there is. But your Pa is 
one smart cookie. He keeps his secrets from me, I’m sure from you, and everyone 
else that might impede him, too.” 

“Do you know where my dad is?” I asked, my voice taking on an 
unwelcome shakiness. “Can you take me to him?” 

“Oh sure, I could do that, but you ain’t said the magic words. “Will 
you,’ not ‘Can you?’ Courtesy will take you farther than impudence. Surely you 
know it’s polite to say “Please’?” 

I used brute force to prevent my eyes from rolling. “Please Mrs. Rat, 
will you take me to see my dad?” 

“Tt’s just Rat. And no, I won’t. But Phil here will. Won’t you, Phil?” 
Phil’s fiery skull nodded eagerly. It was eerie. All skulls perpetually smile, but he 
almost looked like he was grinning. “But first,” said Rat, “I have some things to 
give back to you.” She shoved the bag across the table at me. 

It was an industrial-strength plastic garbage bag, all wadded up and 
lumpy. 

I reached inside. It contained all the stuff I lost when Kilter’s Brain 
Fleas attacked me in the library: The Scepter, the Monster Detector, and my 
backpack. When I looked inside the backpack, everything was there. The state of 
the bread and jelly I packed for PB&J’s surprised me. I expected the loaf of bread 
to be crushed. Both the bread and jelly also had a thick fuzzy coating of mold. How 
long was I trapped? There was no time to wait. I clicked the Monster Detector 


threateningly in Rat’s direction. Nothing. She smiled. I pointed it at Phil. The 
detector went wild. Of course, it did. He was clearly a monster. There was no hope 
for him. 

“[’ve got to find my dad and end this.” I intoned, feeling a little 
more confident with my backpack slung over one shoulder again. To the bones of 
Phil Plummer, I said “Let’s go.” I stood to leave. 

“Not so fast, little lady! Ain’t you missing a certain friend, too?” Rat 
asked playfully. 

I turned. “Squelch?! Peter?” 

“No, I confess I dunno where them two have got off to. I reckon the 
powers that be have plans for them. I was thinking of another friend of yours.” She 
tapped her temple. 


Rat said, “Hold still. This will hurt, but it’s for the best. You know, a rat bite is 
good luck in some cultures.” I doubted that. I held still, nonetheless. 

“What are you going to do?” I asked her. “Are you sure it will bring 
him back?” 

“Positive. Kilter’s little whatchamacallits have disabled your friend 
KIP. Think of it as a case of overload. Like a virus that makes your computer keep 
opening new pop-up winders until it just flat gives up and shuts down. You ready, 
kid?” 

“Mhm.” Phil’s skeleton watched us intently in an empty, 
disorienting way. The little device in Rat’s hand changed shape and became a sort 
of tattoo gun-looking thing. A thin needle protruded from the end of the device. 
When she pressed the thing to the side of my skull, I felt no pain, instead a sharp 
cold, and I felt my breath taken. My world went black and the only thing that 
existed was a sound. A roiling, chaotic noise not unlike a moose locked in a mortal 
battle with a goose. A squealing, honking, roaring ruckus trampled through my 
brain. 

Then, silence. The darkness of nothing faded slowly into the warm 
light of Rat’s messy nest. In my ears rang a soft refrain from “lo-fi hip hop beats to 
relax/study to”, and over that, KIP spoke. “Good morning, today is August 9th, 
2014. I was offline for 61.95 hours. Malfunction repaired. On this day in history...” 

Rat interrupted him, “Is he bright-eyed and bushy-tailed again?” 

“Yeah, he’s back.” I sighed. I rubbed gingerly at the sore spot on the 
side of my head. “Rat, how did you know about KIP? Did my father tell you?” 

Rat patted my shoulder. “Oh, honey! We all have them. The ole 
‘chip in the head’ idea has been around for a long time.” 

“Oh, so all the agents in P.I.Z.Z.A. have their own computer chip in 
their brain? Is that what helped y’all become top scientists in your fields?” I was 
connecting more and more dots. Of course, they all had KIPs. How else would they 
have accomplished so much, building the whole UnderMall complex? 

“Well, not exactly. You heard me, but y’ain’t listening.” The kindly 
old lady waggled a finger at me. “I said, ‘We all have them.’ Everyone. Well, 
almost everyone. In America at least. Most people don’t know how to do anything 
with their chip, so stuff gets done TO them through the chips.” 

A lump rose in my throat. “Wait, what kind of “stuff?” I pictured in 
my mind of a protest outside the Capitol Building. A sea of people shouting and 
demanding. A sick green glow blooms among them, in pockets and purses. Surges 
swam through the brain and circuit. A second later, they are all separating. They are 
wandering off, looking at their phones. 

“Oh, eavesdroppin’ mostly,” Rat said. The chips also provide a 
mighty useful interface for the modified Fleas and Stinkers. The chips keep people 
from seeing the big green bugs all around them.” She read the puzzlement written 


on my face. “Hmm, you didn’t think all the big cheeses at P.I.Z.Z.A. were a 
cavalcade of slouches and dunces, did ya? No, honeybun, they know their game 
well enough. Hmm, how to explain...It’s, okay, it’s like this here.” 

She rooted around in a nearby chest of drawers. Rat faced me and 
held up two pairs of chopsticks. They were different. One fancy, washable, with a 
printed design of a Chinese dragon on each. The other one was a cheap wooden set 
from a delivery meal, massproduced in some miserable factory. She raised the 
fancy ones. “These’re the original Stinkers and Fleas, the real thing. Designed 
thousands of years ago by some unknown hand. A flawless, elegant miracle of 
biology. When we found ‘em, they was white. White as bone. Soon as we exposed 
them to chlorophyll, the whole species went green. Like that.” She snapped. She 
raised the cheap pair of chopsticks. “And these’re the Stinkers and Fleas that 
invade the surface now. The ones we designed, inspired by the original. A rickety 
imitation. They get the job done and they are easy to make, but they are by no 
means perfect. We chose quantity over quality, you see? We’ve never even been 
able to make white ones again.” 

My head spun again. I sat back down on the stool. “Wha—how- 
why-—what?!” I blinked at light speed. It was too much. “P.I.Z.Z.A. made new 
Fleas, new Stinkers? And you just let them roam out there, knowing what they’d do 
to people?!” I pointed at Phil Plummer, who held a bony palm up to his ribcage, 
offended. 

“Oh, no, no, no. Our Fleas don’t do that to anyone. Phil here did that 
to himself. Our Fleas just slip into the host’s brain and uh...keep tabs.” Rat wrung 
her hands, looking a little embarrassed. “I’m not the best person to explain it to 
you. Phil could’ve done better if he hadn’t... Well, anyway, our Fleas are mostly 
harmless. More of a surveillance system than a weapon. We captured or killed off 
all the original, dangerous ones years ago! Your Pa saw to that, himself.” Rat was 
getting worked up from seeing my reaction to her words. “Uh, how about you go 
ask your Pa about it? Maybe I shouldn’t have said nothin’. Dintya say you ain’t had 
time to waste? Phil’ll take ya to him, won’t ya Phil?” Phil nodded. “Okay! Great! 
It’s settled then. Have fun!” 

She pushed us out her door. I thought I heard the deadbolt click 
behind us. 

My preoccupation became terror in an instant. Outside the house, a 
thousand fiery skeletons were milling around, clacking their jaws at each other. 
They were waving, wandering around, waking up, and a few were taking notice of 
Phil and me. I backed up, my spine pressing against the hard stone of Rat’s house. 
“Uh, Phil, can we get out of here, please?” I sputtered. 

Phil obliged. He beckoned me to follow. He walked away into the 
green-tinted darkness. Lush greenery separated the burial plots. Each gravestone 
had its own newly disturbed patch of soft black earth. I stayed close, trying not to 


look any of the other skeletons in the wobbly eyes. After a minute, we reached a 
less-crowded area of the graveyard. The stones here were older, some of them 
broken or eroded away to nubs of rounded gray rock. I couldn’t read the worn- 
away inscriptions on them. I looked up just in time to avoid being clotheslined by 
Phil’s forearm. He put out his arm to stop me from falling into a gigantic hole in 
the ground. I peered down into it as Phil pointed. Another spiral staircase 
descended into the pitch black. 

“Where does it go?” I inquired. 

“Clack, clack, click, clack.” Said Phil. I rolled my eyes. 

“You first,” I demanded. Phil shrugged. His burning skull made a 
passable torch as we walked down. Fat, slow beetles and roaches scattered down 
the stairs and up the walls at our approach. I told myself not to be afraid, to no 
avail. KIP chattered away, identifying the species of beetles and flies lazily floating 
past my face. I had forgotten how noisy and irritating he was. I dared not silence 
him, though. He might never come back, I thought. At least he spoke in 
comprehensible English. 

This stairwell was much shorter than the last one. At the bottom, 
there was no door, just an empty doorway. Beyond that, there was darkness. I felt a 
sense of a huge, airy space. Not exactly fresh air, though. It occurred to me I had 
gotten used to the horrid stench on the level above. Down here, that smell was 
more intense, more rancid, and thicker. I paused at the doorway as Phil went 
through. His blazing head bobbed, illuminating the giant vault. 

Immense black cylinders came into view. I followed Phil, eager to 
inspect and explore. I noted the slow pace Phil adopted in this place. He swung his 
skull back and forth as if greeting each cylinder as he passed it. He stopped at the 
base of one of them and waited for me to catch up. When I did, he turned to circle 
around it. I saw the wooden stairs attached to the wall of the cylinder. He pointed a 
finger up at them. “Is my dad up there?” I held my nose shut against the grody 
odor. The question came out oddly. Phil made a wishy-washy ‘maybe’ motion with 
his nasty hand. I shrugged. We ascended. The stairs creaked precariously under my 
feet. I stayed close behind. I was terrified that I would lose the light and fall off the 
stairs. My knees ached. I was sick of stairs. The smell got worse as we walked. I 
had to hold my breath now to stop it from seeping in through my hands. 

At the summit of the steps, Phil waited for me. Selfpreservation 
considerations made me search blindly for the Scepter in my bag and palm it. It 
shifted into the shape of a flashlight and turned on. I felt like an idiot. I had 
intended to use it as a taser, in case Formerly-Phil was about to attack me. I forgot 
the Scepter could be anything I wanted it to be. 

I pointed at the light across the top of the cylinder we just climbed. I 
gasped. The cylinder was a vat full to the brim with green goo. The goo bubbled 
and rippled in the dim flicker of flashlight and flame. I stared, mesmerized. The sea 


of Stink glowed dimly. The goo bubbled faster, like a humongous fizzing soda 
made of melted stinky cheese. A whirlpool took shape. The goo spun. It drained 
away. I glanced back at Plummer’s not-a-face. Watching the Stink juice drain made 
me queasy. I felt like I was going to fall in and get sucked away, or drown in 
nastiness. I had to make sure Plummer wasn’t planning to push me. “You’re not 
going to push me, are you, Phil?” His stupid googly eyes were unreadable, but I 
thought maybe they looked sadder now. He shook his head, expressing that no, he 
wasn’t going to do that. 

I looked back down at the receding goop. Phil shoved me. I fell, 
clutching the Scepter-flashlight for dear life. I had just enough time while falling to 
wish that the Scepter would become a boat. Splash! The Stink juice went up my 
nose and burned like chlorinated pool water. To my surprise, it felt bitterly cold. I 
fought to the surface and spat out a mouthful of the juice. I didn’t want to know 
what would happen if I swallowed it. Soon after, I realized the Scepter had become 
a green plastic snorkel, complete with goggles. I turned around, trying to find the 
source of the pull I felt. Images of sea-monster Stinkers flitted through my panicked 
mind. The pull was just a strong current in the juice. I strapped on the snorkel. With 
a loud slurp, the last of the liquid disappeared through its drain. The drain was a 
magic door. The door was red and green plaid, painted like the pattern of an old 
flannel shirt. I tried to find a footing, to avoid being dragged away into the glowing 
hole of the door. The walls and floor of the tank were slick and too smooth. I felt 
powerless. Life went blank again as I drifted off to wherever the door wanted to 
take me. 

Something was beating me up. A flurry of blows from every 
direction. I opened my eyes and found it painful. The world was full of foam. Hot 
water rained away the stinging foam. I saw the giant cloth rollers that had been 
smacking me. A long conveyor belt dragged me. I noticed a light at the end of the 
tunnel and became transfixed by it. It approached, and I flinched when I smelled a 
whiff of the outdoors. I fell. 

On the other side, it was raining. After being submerged briefly, I 
felt myself bob up to the surface again, hearing the splattering drops. They fell on 
my face and arms as I dog-paddled to stay afloat. I imagined the Stink juice pouring 
from green clouds in a deluge. When I opened my eyes, however, it was just 
regular rain, regular clouds, and a mostly regular river tugging me downstream. I 
spat out the mouthpiece of the Scepter-snorkel, took a deep breath, and noticed it 
was daytime. The sun struggled to peek from behind angry storm clouds. I saw a 
riverbank near me on the left and swam towards it. Tall reeds and cattails poked up 
from the marshy soil. I climbed out of the river. With fingers dug into the mud, I 
knelt for a while, rejoicing to be outside. I was free! I finally made it out of the 
grasp of the evil that had taken everything from me. My home, my cat, my father, 
my friends, and almost my sanity: I wanted to mourn for them all, but I couldn’t 


help feeling elated. I breathed deep, rasping gasps of fresh air. Well, mostly fresh. I 
could still detect the slight taint of Stink. 

KIP chatted, tonelessly, “GPS location indicates that you are no 
longer in the vicinity of the Toad’s Butt Mall. You are approximately one mile 
away, in an area called the Old Butt Swamp.” The river beside me roiled, tinted an 
unnatural green. Upstream, I noticed a big concrete pipe that the river flowed out 
of. The pipe jutted out of a hillside, through a rusty chain-link fence. A delta of 
trash piled below the outlet of the pipe, a soaked mound of cardboard and plastic 
and splintered wood. Downstream, I saw only wooded wetlands, an interminable 
expanse of drenched dead leaves and litter lining a natural earthen basin. The 
surrounding rain slowed to a trickle. 

Near the spot where I had come aground, an old, weathered metal 
sign was driven into the dirt. The sign had been bent as if a gale-force wind had 
tried to snap its pole. The sign read: “Warning! Toxic! Avoid direct contact with 
the water in this area. City of Toad’s Butt officials have deemed this water non- 
potable and unfit for water recreation activity. The presence of pollution, animal 
waste, and cyanobacteria have been recorded.” I groaned. The Scepter-snorkel in 
my hand transformed into a hairdryer and blew pleasantly warm air in my 
direction. 


The air felt sticky. The swamp smelled like a sweaty slug. I didn’t know where to 
go. KIP gave me directions back to the mall, but I couldn’t bring myself to go back 
that way. I tried to save my friends, but nothing went according to plan. How did I 
ever convince myself that I could help them? Plus, going back would have meant 
climbing the fence, avoiding the barbed wire somehow. I walked the other way, 
trying to think up a plan as I went. 

I dried myself off as well as I could with the Scepterhairdryer, but I 
continued to feel the unpleasant drizzle on my scalp. I looked around for any sign 
of civilization. KIP tried calling Squelch at my request, but got, “Error 241. Your 
device is off. Call function is not available.” I shook out my wet phone and 
removed the battery. I carefully attempted to dry the phone off with the hairdryer. 
Didn’t work. My eye caught a shiny rock lying not too far from me. As I walked, I 
picked it up and threw it, watching it arc far into the greenery. That momentary 
distraction cost me as I ended up tripping and face-planting into an unexpected hole 
in the soft, mushy ground. I picked myself up and walked around the hole, 
inspecting it. 

Something seemed wrong with that hole. It looked somewhat like a 
huge chicken footprint. Peering around, I was dumbstruck by the discovery of 
another footprint, about eight feet away from the first. I looked into the thick knot 
of trees where the footprints headed. Something moved. Something very large 
lumbered toward me. It looked like a mass of trees, all glued together with Stink. It 
walked like a penguin, waddling clumsily through a crowded press of normal trees. 
I stared at the thing, stuck in silent awe. The leafy beast reared up, becoming twice 
as tall as the rest of the forest. Its head swung around to face me. I pointed the 
hairdryer at it. I don’t know why I did that. The head swung into clear view against 
the dreary sky, revealing a big feathery lizard face, full of teeth. It had bulbous 
white eyes with wiggling black pupils. KIP’s voice was almost a whisper, “That 
creature resembles the current artist’s renderings of a Tyrannosaurus Rex... 
Obviously, it’s a Stinker. However, logically, that Stinker should be incapable of 
assuming the shape of a species rendered extinct sixty-six million years ago. Rat 
claimed that P.I.Z.Z.A. captured or wiped out all the Stinkers that survived from 
that era. Needless to say, I don’t think your hairdryer will do much to deter that 
creature.” 

I resolved to run away, back to where I came from. It seemed like 
the right decision. I figured I would rather climb the fence and deal with barbed 
wire than try to fight a Fart Dinosaur. KIP alerted me that what I was doing would, 
in fact, be a terrible idea if the thing behaved like a real prehistoric lizard. I made it 
a couple of yards before I could no longer handle the trees falling into each other 
all around me. I tensed, arms over my head. The breath of a thousand Stink vats 
blasted out of the Stinkosaur’s mouth. It leaned in over me. Fortress fences of teeth 
closed around me, but I found the strength to run again. I bolted forward but got 


tugged back. The thing clutched my backpack firmly in its jaws. It gave me a 
shake. I expected it to toss me in the air and catch me in its mouth. That is exactly 
what it did with my backpack. It threw me free of the bag’s straps. I crawled under 
a pile of downed trees. The T-Rex swallowed my backpack. I hated to lose my 
notebooks, but if the toothy guy wanted it that badly, he could have it. I crawled 
backward out of my shelter, not having to worry too much about noise because the 
T-Rex puked up my uneaten lunch. The woods were full of gritty, heaving noises, 
like the sound a diesel engine makes when it vomits multiple squirrels. 

Something rustled in the leaves behind me, and before I could turn 
around, my arms were being twisted behind my back. Handcuffs clicked. A deep 
voice shouted, “I’ve got her! Everyone form up on me!” I saw blue uniforms 
scrambling from behind rocks and trees. There must have been twenty of them. The 
cops surrounded me. They pushed and pulled me up a hill. On the other side of the 
rise lay a gravel path. A fleet of ATVs waited there. They threw me roughly into a 
seat, crammed between two fat officers. Their uniforms were wet, clinging to 
muscular arms. The rain and the ATVs started up loudly. The thick tires kicked up 
rocks as we sped off through the woods. Maniac yammering from old Tailbone 
poured softly from the radio of our ATV. 

“Where are you taking me?!” I shouted. 

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will 
be used against you in a court.” The driver who cuffed me said flatly. 

“Of law?” I asked. No answer. The other cop, a white guy with a 
gray mustache, turned his head to look behind us. I looked, too. The T-Rex Stinker 
followed. None of the cops seemed concerned by that. I groaned. A thin green Flea- 
leg flitted from the mustached cop’s ear canal. “You aren’t real policemen. You’ re 
just a pack of sniveling brain bugs. Where are you taking me?!” I repeated. No 
response. We bumped and curved through the woods. “If y’all think ’'m going to 
let you lock me up in that library again, you’ ve got another thing—” 

“We don’t think.” The mustached cop turned to face me. He spoke 
matter-of-factly. His human eyes sucked up inside his skull and disappeared. The 
googly white and black eyes of the Flea living inside his head quickly replaced 
them. Well, that’s new, I thought. He spoke again, his voice taking on a somber 
depth. “We simply...know. We know what’s best for you and where to take you. 
You’ve been avoiding us. You don’t know how much we know. We know you 
don’t trust us. We know you should.” 

“You know, that’s not how you get trust! You can’t just say I should 
trust you. Where’s the proof? You need to earn trust. It has to be mutual! I’m sick 
of being kidnapped. I’m sick of everybody telling me they know more than I do! If 
you’re so smart, how come you didn’t know that I would pick the lock on these 
cuffs?” I threw the cuffs at him and jumped out of the seat, wriggling from between 
the cops. I rolled into a ball and hit the ground. Something cracked. I hoped I 


hadn’t broken anything, but it hurt pretty badly. Shuffling to my feet, I gritted my 
teeth against the pain. I managed to run about five feet away from the ATV before 
they caught me. A burly cop with a bald head picked me up by the collar. He 
carried me back the way I’d come. I kicked him over and over, but that didn’t seem 
to bother him. His eyeballs disappeared and the googly eyes rolled into their place. 
I jerked my head around and saw out of the corner of my eye that all the ATVs 
stopped. The T-Rex wandered off. The mustached cop unlocked an extra-wide 
leopard-print door set into the trunk of a tree. Light shone behind it impetuously, 
inviting us inside. The mustached cop held the door open. They shoved me back 
into the ATV seat and held me there. 

The entire fleet of vehicles drove through the doorway. On the other 
side, we parked on the dirty blue carpet of an office building. Officer Mustache 
entered last. He shut the door behind him. I was thankful that the T-Rex thing 
hadn’t followed us here. Empty cubicles lined the walls. Through the floor and the 
broken windows, tree branches were invading. The only light came from the dull, 
cloudy sky outside. 

Vines hung from the branches and through the drop-ceiling tiles. 
Piles of dirt where weeds grew in abundance patched the carpet. “We are now in 
the abandoned Toad’s Butt Herald Headquarters,” KIP informed me. That didn’t 
seem possible. Was KIP glitching again? This place looked like they had left it to 
nature’s devices for decades. I’d read the newspaper earlier today. 

Across the room from me, seated cross-legged on the floor, was a 
teen boy. 

He looked skinny and decrepit in a ragged black T-shirt. He looked 
up as they dragged me in. The burly cop brought me closer and dropped me on the 
floor. I recognized the boy, sort of. “Peter!” I shouted. “What did they do to you?” 
His emotionless eyes were round, bulging. They were big black dots on flat white. 
He smiled. 

“Sorry to have so forcefully captured you like that, Victory.” He 
said it, but it wasn’t Peter’s voice. “We needed some privacy. We hope you’ll 
forgive us. There are some things we need to explain to you. We never wanted to 
trick you or hurt you. Hurt and manipulation are the domain of the fake version of 
us, which your species created.” 

“Oh, come on!” I rasped, rubbing my shoulder, which still hurt from 
my escape attempt. “I am not falling for this. Where is Squelch?” 

“He’s...not with us. Do you think your species has a right to live on 
this planet?” Not-Peter asked. 

“What?” I frowned at him. He scowled back in a way that 
compelled me to answer. “Uh, yeah, I guess. I do.” 

“Humans recently mounted an expedition to the bottom of the 
ocean, 36,000 feet deep. They found a plastic shopping bag down there, waiting for 


them. Does that fact change your answer?” He pointed at the brown door behind 
me. “Do you know what that door is? No, don’t answer. We know you do not truly 
know. In your mind, you call them ‘magic doors.’ Is photosynthesis ‘magic’? Is it 
magic when a bird finds its way home by sensing magnetic fields? The doors are as 
much a force of nature as you and I are. They are only ‘doors’ to you because your 
cultural context makes it easiest for you to perceive them as such. Each ‘door’ is a 
portal from one quantum-entangled molecule to another. The keys, which your 
species invented, allow you to exploit connections that have existed for millennia. 
Without the key, you don’t see the door. This is not because it isn’t there, but 
because it is of no use to you.” Not-Peter crossed the room, gesticulating as he 
babbled. 

I urged KIP to find escape routes. I noted that a large desk blocked 
one of the emergency exits. KIP searched for the blueprints to the Toad’s Butt 
Herald Headquarters. He told me he was having trouble connecting to the Internet. 
Not-Peter continued, “Imagine a magnet that exists in England in the year 1846. 
Imagine that there is a different magnet, inextricably linked to the first, created in 
Australia in 2094. When you turn one, the other does the same motion, 9,400 miles 
and 248 years away. This is happening every day, on the molecular level. Thus, 
your ‘doors’ do not operate as a door in your home would. The door you enter is 
not the same door when you exit, although they appear identical. Not two sides of 
the same coin, but two very different coins.” 

“Are you trying to sell me a Time Machine, Peter? Because I’ve 
been burned before.” I said. 

“Ahh, precisely the point we were hoping you would grasp.” Not- 
Peter took the magic key from Mustache Cop. In a theatrical gesture, he gripped the 
key with his thumb and forefinger. He twisted the circle at the non-business end of 
the skeleton key. “Using this dial, one can adjust the destination along a spectrum 
of spatial and temporal locations. An ingenious design. Your species is a powerful 
adversary. Often we wish we knew what exactly we had done to make enemies of 
you. In a perfect world, our species could have been friends. We could have had a 
mutually beneficial arrangement.” 

“Let me think, couldn’t have been all that ‘living in our skulls and 
sucking out our eyeballs’ business. Personally, I encourage my friends to eat my 
flesh off and catch my head on fire.” 

“Sarcasm. How droll. You humans can place negative judgment on 
anything if you have a whim. You’d put a dolphin in maximum security prison if 
one was ever foolish enough to speak to you for five minutes in English. Our point 
was simply this. When one’s enemies can find one no matter where or when one 
hides, one is never safe.” 

Not-Peter gave the key back to Mustache Cop. “We desperately 
need you to understand. You, Victory, are our only hope. It has made us very sad to 


see you laboring under delusions crafted by the worst of your own kind. Try to see 
the situation from our perspective. We are an ancient species, driven by the same 
need as you: survival. This ought not be so difficult to understand. We are not evil. 
We do not operate, as humans do, by motivations of greed and self-interest. Our 
culture sees cooperation, amongst ourselves and with other species, as the ultimate 
goal. The greatest aggregate happiness occurs when all species can coexist. Do we 
not deserve survival and happiness as much as humans do?” 

“Is being a skeleton with a perpetually burning skull your idea of 
greatest happiness?” I laughed, despite myself. “I mean, come on! Why are we 
even having this conversation? You could slip into my brain pan and make me say 
whatever you want. Why don’t you just do it? I’m sorry, but at this point, my 
patience is wearing thin. ve had an awful week. What exactly do you need from 
me?” 

“This room that we are standing in is situated on the outskirts of 
your town, the one you call Toad’s Butt. We know that humans have 
fundamentally corrupted us as a species. The place of our birth is Toad’s butt, and 
it is the center of our collective memories. We know all the doors in your town, to 
use a human expression, ‘like the backs of our hands.’ We are most comfortable 
here. At least, in terms of your present, we were comfortable here. Maybe we will 
be again. The door exists well into your future. This building, in the state in which 
you see it now, only exists if you make a specific series of decisions. In your time, 
there is a cabal of powerful humans who wish to turn Toad’s Butt into a sprawling 
metropolis. Skyscrapers, monorails, factories. This cabal is the organization you 
know as P.I.Z.Z.A. There is also a small resistance force of humans, who have seen 
the truth and goodness of our aims as a species. But they hunt us just as eagerly as 
the conquerors do.” “The resistance has admitted to us their sympathy but rejected 
us as friends. They do not wish to create the future that you stand in right now. 
They do not wish to give Toad’s Butt to us. But we will make our nest. We will let 
nature reclaim its streets and buildings. We will live peacefully here, 
unthreateningly to the outside world. You humans can continue ruining the rest of 
the planet, as you wish. You must choose. We have seen the path to the Paradise in 
which you are standing. Look out the window. Is it not a beautiful place?” 

I walked to the window. I saw the chirping birds and the placid 
streams running across cracked asphalt. Opalescent green vistas of leaf and stem 
stretched away into infinity. It smelled terrible; the Stink floating in through the 
cracked window. I ignored the idyllic, pastoral scene. I thought about whether I 
could smash the window and escape by climbing down some of the tree branches. 
Not-Peter sighed, “We hear what you are thinking. Escape is futile. If you refuse to 
go back to your own time, this world will immediately cease. Our species would 
become truly extinct. I can see that you have allied yourself with the forces of 
human greed and industrialization. There will be no place for us in the new world. 


We hope you will reconsider. Please, put aside your prejudice and—” He broke off 
his pleading. The sound of a door creaking open behind us made him turn. 


The people who came through the new cerulean blue door paused for an instant. It 
was reasonable for them to pause because I had just screamed, “You’re late! I 
scheduled to be kidnapped ten minutes ago!” They didn’t pause for a long instant. 
Most instants are not long. 

This time, I went along without a struggle. I knew all the 
kidnappers, although I didn’t like some of them. It was a troop of armed women. 
They disabled the Not-Peter and the Not-Really- Cops with startling ease. A quick 
volley of sticky globs rained around me, pinning all the cops to the floor before any 
of them could draw a gun. After their excited shouts turned to defeated groans, I 
realized I was not a target of the violence. Someone grabbed me by the elbow and 
pulled me to my feet. A creepy cricket-like ticking and trilling sounded all around 
me. The room quickly filled with a Brussels sprout-fart smell. A crowd of Brain 
Fleas crawled out of many ear canals at once. 

The women spread throughout the room, splishing and slipping 
across the muddy carpet. They scooped up the Fleas with butterfly nets and 
captured them in little plastic hamster balls. Whenever one caught a Flea, they 
would shrink the ball to the size of a marble, with a single tap on the ball’s surface. 
The ladies formed a circle around me. Peter’s immobile body lay crumpled on the 
dirty floor under a glob of goo. I felt like a ghost, like I died last week and no one 
bothered to tell me. A hand on my arm jerked me violently back to life by the hand 
with a gentle squeeze. “It’s okay, Victory.” I saw for the first time that the person 
holding me was my sister, Valarie. A moment of processing became a moment of 
unchained love. I shook loose Valarie’s hand in order to crush her with a powerful 
hug. I hugged and hugged. She hugged back. “Are you all right? Did they hurt 
you?” 

“A little bit,” I said. My shoulder ached. “I mean, no. It was my own 
fault.” “It’s not your fault, honey. I’m just glad you’re safe now.” 

“Wait, no. ’m not. We’re not! We have to get out of here. It’s 
worse than I thought. I never would’ve sent you that letter if—You shouldn’t be 
here!” My mind raced. I shot a look at the cerulean blue door. It was still there. 
Thank God. But for how much longer? “We’ve got to go, Val! Now!” I rushed 
across the room. This was when I recognized the faces in the circle of women 
holding Alien Guns from the rack in my family’s ill-fated basement. 

Rat smiled under dark welding goggles. Maria Plummer stood 
looking like the leader, standing taller than the others. She collected the marbles 
from them and filled the pockets of her lab coat. Jessica, my Uber driver from the 
other day. And Squelch’s mom? Still wearing that tinfoil sun hat. This was really 
weird. I did not think it would be pleasant to take the time to explore it. I reached 
the door and pulled it open. Behind the door, a bright light flashed and fizzled out 
like a blown bulb, leaving only a brick wall there. The door fizzled, too. It melted 
away to nothing as I clutched the disappearing knob. The hole in the drywall 


covered itself up. The brick hid behind plaster and peeling paint again. I turned to 
face the crowd. All eyes were on me. Maria Plummer put her hand on my shoulder. 
“It’s okay, Victory,” she said. “I expected this. Let’s go downstairs. There’s 
another way out.” She and the other women disassembled the barricade that 
blocked the stairwell door. On my way across the room, I stopped to examine 
Peter, still on the floor, pitifully pale. He was breathing, but he did not look well. I 
couldn’t just leave him. I demanded that we take him with us wherever we were 
going. 

I followed the group downstairs. Jessica helped me carry Peter. We 
went down one floor, out of the stairwell again, and into a darkened hallway. We 
took a left into a conference room. All the ladies were taking seats around a long 
table. We dropped Peter. He plopped unsettlingly onto the tabletop. I also sat when 
Maria waved me into a seat. Valarie sat next to me. “What are you doing here?” I 
asked. “And why are we all in here? I thought you said you knew another way out.” 

Valarie tried to hold my hand. I pulled away. “Calm down, Victory, 
just listen.” 

Maria Plummer held eye contact with me, fingers steepled in front 
of her face. “We’re here because of your letters, Victory. The letter that Valarie 
received led her to me, as you requested. We tried to find you in the UnderMall 
library. When you weren’t there, I deduced you must have found your way to the 
lower levels. Rat here was kind enough to fill in the rest. I thought it unwise to 
attempt a rescue mission without sufficient backup. So I called in some favors and 
organized this team.” Plummer indicated the others. I studied their faces. They 
were stern, impassive, and full of grim determination. “There is, in fact, another 
door, right here in this room. However, it is inaccessible at the moment. That is 
because of you.” 

“Because of me?” I balked. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
Valarie grabbed my wrist, quieting me again. 

“The door we used to get here has dissolved because you are at a 
cusp of decision.” Maria went on, “This reality: a future of Toad’s Butt wherein the 
Stinkers have removed all humans and reclaimed the town under a flood of 
vegetation, was, or is, or can be, created by you. You are the person who must 
choose whether to create this eventuality. We are here as representatives of the Butt 
County Book Club. We want to encourage you to reconsider.” 

My blood froze at the mention of the Book Club. “You’re all 
working for Apollo Samson?!” I raged. I turned to my sister. “Val, he’s evil! He 
kidnapped our dad!” 

“No, he didn’t, Victory. Please, just listen to Dr. Plummer.” Valarie 
looked concerned. She clasped my wrist tight. 

“Mr. Samson has been my boss for decades,” Plummer said 
placidly, “‘and he’s been my friend for longer than that. I don’t know where you’ ve 
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gotten the idea that he is responsible for your father’s disappearance, but I assure 
you, that’s untrue. Look, Victory, I remember being your age and bucking the 
system every chance I got. But then, I grew up. I gained knowledge. Now, I’m 
passing on my wisdom to you. If you’re going to fight effectively, fight from the 
inside. Working for evil is not as grim as it sounds. Everyone in the world is 
working for evil, to some degree, and for good, as well. As an organization, we 
have prevented global war and collapse.” 

“Everything that we have done has been for the good of humanity. 
What did those Flea-bags upstairs tell you? That they just want to live in peace 
here? That if you turn over Toad’s Butt to them, they will just stay here and not 
threaten anyone? Victory, they are parasites. They will say and do whatever they 
need in order to survive and propagate. If left unchecked, they would have 
conquered the globe in the space of a weekend. The Book Club is the only thing 
standing between humanity and total domination. We defeated the Stinkers before, 
as the P.I.Z.Z.A. I hate to be the bearer of bad news here, but if it weren’t for your 
father’s foolish actions, none of this would be happening. He created the graveyard 
in the UnderMall, using organic components to mask a solid metal enclosure. This 
way, he could trick the Stinkers and Fleas into lethargic inaction for the last 
quartercentury. It is our suspicion that Joseph Mission intentionally released one of 
the Stinkers on the world.” 

“Why would he do that?” I wondered out loud. 

“My hypothesis is that he grew lax about using protective gear 
around active Fleas, and they infected him,” Plummer said, apprehensively. 

“T have analyzed Mr. Mission’s recorded behavior over the last few 
months,” Squelch’s mom claimed. “I believe that he may have developed an acute 
psychosis. His symptoms included erratic, self-destructive manic episodes and 
violent mood swings. He also exhibited...” 

Rat cut her off. “He’s out of whack, kid! I saw him last week, and he 
was as cagey as a dang parrot. He spent all day out in the graveyard tinkering with 
my stones, doing God-Knows-What, then he ran off with Phil and wouldn’t tell me 
jack about where he was going or what he was up to. Sorry I didn’t tell you that. I 
had to clear it with the Club...” Her face curled up in embarrassment as I fixed her 
with a disgusted look across Peter’s half-dead body. 

Jessica spoke up, “We’re sure it was your father, Victory. I used to 
work in the TBNL, manufacturing synthetic Fleas. The true genius of replicating 
the original design of the Brain Fleas to create the synthetics was its recursive 
nature. That is, the first generation of synthetic Fleas were hyperparasites. Their 
food source was the original Stinkers and Fleas.” 

“Hyperparasite?” I asked. 

“Parasites that feed on other parasites.” Valarie put in. “Our Fleas 
didn’t kill the originals, but they weakened them enough for the P.I.Z.Z.A. squads 


to wipe out the initial invasion. The one our parents’ generation unleashed in 
Antarctica. ‘A flea has smaller fleas it on him which prey and these have smaller 
still to bite ‘em, and so proceed ad infinitum.’ Except I guess we missed some 
originals. Hence, you being kidnapped by some of them.” 

“Jonathan Swift. Nice.” Jessica said. KIP had already fed me the 
source of Val’s quote, of course. She added, “And yeah, years ago, Mr. Samson 
believed your father was being...less than truthful when he told the P.LLZ.Z.A. 
board of directors that the country’s Flea problem was under control. Since Mr. 
Mission made that report in 1998, members of the Book Club have exterminated 
over 1000 rogue Fleas and three major Stinkers. Our current intelligence suggests 
that because of the Fleas’ ability to use the Doors when controlling a human host, a 
few pockets of especially dangerous Fleas remain. They are hiding in possible 
futures, jumping just out of our reach whenever we close in on them. It’s 
maddening!” Jessica slammed her fist on the table. Peter jiggled. 

“We have reason to believe that your father is in possession of a 
device that can end this battle once and for all,” Maria said decisively. “We need 
you to find it. You must understand, Victory. This is a matter of life and death. 
Only you can right your father’s wrongs. We have not been able to locate him since 
our last encounter with him. He refused to help us, then. We hope you, at least, will 
see reason.” 

“Victory,” Valarie looked forlorn. “Please forgive us. We’ve been 
intercepting some messages that Dad left lying around. He left them for you, but, 
well, we needed to find this machine. It’s our best hope for defeating the Stinkers.” 

I was not shocked. Valarie was a born snooper. She searched my 
room for incriminating evidence to tattle about as far back as I could remember. I 
was already sure that it had been Val who lifted the rest of Dad’s Alien Guns. 

That annoyed me, and I’m not sure why. I howled, “If you have the 
messages, go find the thing yourselves! I don’t care, just drop Peter and me off at 
the hospital before you go!” 

“We would have gone ourselves, only...we haven’t been able to 
decode the notes.” Valarie looked truly sorry, but I saw through it. It was rude, 
plain, and simple. She wanted sympathy and thought she could guilt me into doing 
her dirty work. I burned inside with anger. I didn’t care if she read the stupid notes, 
but she had done it on behalf of Apollo Samson. If I understood correctly, I thought 
she might even have been involved in my father’s kidnapping! I was about to tell 
her where to shove those notes, and then my eyes fell on Peter. He looked lifeless 
and wrong. He resembled the color of a cloud, translucent white. My heart ached. 

“Ok,” I said. “All right, Pll help you. Pll kill every Flea with my 
bare hands if I’ve got to. Just help me get him to the hospital.” I pointed at Peter, 
and as soon as I said that, a flip-flap sounded behind me. I whipped around so hard 
that I nearly smacked Valarie in the face with my outstretched finger. A door 


appeared. White light shone into the conference room, diffused and dimmed. The 
door consisted of one sheet of flimsy clear plastic, dirtied with age. A person-sized 
cat door. Underneath my seat, something rubbed against my leg and buzzed. Over 
the goofy whoops, applause, and cheers of the women at the table, I heard a soft 
meow. 


“Gollum!” I called. Gollum grumbled as I scooped him up and pressed him to my 
chest. I didn’t even notice as everyone else in the room got up. Two of them were 
lifting Peter, and the others were gathering around me to encourage a speedy flight 
from the Herald Headquarters. I got up mindlessly, overjoyed to see my friend 
again. I felt him purring. Healing warmth penetrated my heart and spread hope 
through my bloodstream. For that one instant, everything was right with the world. 
I was on the right track. I followed Valarie to the big plastic flap of the door. She 
reached her arm into the light behind it as she held the flap to the side, waving me 
in. I hesitated. “Where does it lead?” I asked Valarie. 

Maria Plummer answered, “You'll see.” She roughly shoved me 
through. 

A blinding white void surrounded me. I must have lost 
consciousness somehow. I came to my senses and my left foot felt cold. The door 
behind me slammed and twinkled away. I looked down and saw that my foot in a 
mop bucket. I tried to swing-dry my boot. My cat was gone. And Peter! And my 
Scepter! The ladies who kidnapped me were gone, too. I worried most about the 
fact that Peter and my cat were gone. 

I tried to look around and hit my head on a pipe. I doubled over and 
crouched through the tunnel they had pushed me inside. It smelled like dust and 
wet sour butter. It went on for a while, then it widened a bit. I could stand. The 
place looked more like an office hallway here. I couldn’t figure out why this office 
hallway tapered into a rat hole of pipes and wires. There was no one around to ask. 
The hallway was very long. I stopped to inspect a small dial on the wall. I turned it. 

Applause streamed through a cluster of speakers in the ceiling. I 
turned it again. The applause didn’t stop. It only got louder. I gave up on the dial 
and kept walking. Every twenty feet or so, I heard another cluster of speakers and 
the applause seemed louder. A riot of screeching cheers filled the hallway. A 
rumble rose beneath it. It became a drumroll. I couldn’t plug my ears hard enough 
for the volume level and felt it in my teeth. I pushed through an outerlooking door 
on my right. An explosion. Everyone in town and more seemed to be here, in this 
stadium. The stage was built up high and the three people on it were remarkably 
large. Gyrating and jumping spectators packed the stands. Pyrotechnics fired off 
from the front of the stage. 

The stadium held a riot of color and movement. Drone cameras 
whizzed about in a rainbow snowfall of confetti. The crowd cheered even louder. I 
didn’t know how they could stand it. I felt like my eardrums were going to burst. 
The drumroll came to a crescendo. An announcer shouted, ‘Please welcome out 
onto the stage: TAILBONE!” out strode an average-sized man in a ski mask, 
wearing a tinfoil tricorn hat. He clutched a blanket of shiny foil around himself. 

He took the microphone. “Quiet,” everyone in the crowd became 
silent. “Face forward,” everyone took the order and at once faced the stage. I was 


getting closer. I could see that the big hairy folks were actually the animatronic 
bears from the Pizza Dungeon party room. They stopped drumming. Tailbone 
pointed out into the crowd. “Seat D801!” he demanded. The person in the named 
seat stood. They walked toward the stage, stooped and awkward. All eyes held 
them as they passed each row and climbed the stairs. 

It was Squelch! I shouted his name as he reached Tailbone. The 
renewed roar of the crowd drowned me out. People were up and out of their seats 
again just as I ran for the stage. A solid wall of excited humanity blocked my way. 
I bobbed my head to catch glimpses of what was happening up there. 

They pushed Squelch back. He landed in a wooden chair. He held 
his arms against his chest as a couple of stagehands dressed in black duct taped him 
to the chair. Tailbone lifted the mic to his mouth again. 

“Imagine you wake up on the floor of the forest. Wet and grimy 
leaves sticking to your face.” People crushed in close to listen. A coppery sweat 
haze hung over the stadium. “You have no idea where you are. You are a singular 
soul, adrift in a cosmos that does not value you. It is up to you to return to life or 
remain lost.” They hoisted Squelch up high above the stage. The drums let out a 
beat. “Now, you must think. You must decide. You must choose. Only, the thing is, 
your choice has already been made. The choice is this: do you choose a compass or 
a map? You can’t have both. Which one are you better off with? The compass: 
points to known truth, a solid pillar. The map: detailed and always rigorous, yet 
redrawn and redrawn.” Squelch stopped rising. He dangled, spinning slowly. 

I tried to get around the edge of the crowd. Drones jolted and 
pivoted in my direction. Several spotlights pinned me down like a school bully in 
waveform. Cameras were clicking and buzzing at me from a safe hovering 
distance. Tailbone asked me, “What do you think, Victory Mission? Ill be waiting 
for your answer.” The crowd all turned to face me now. Their eyes and shiny hats 
reflected the spotlights. I stuttered. 

“T—uh—I think, maybe a map?” 

“Oh! Alright then. P’Il just take this key and we’ll see.” A stagehand 
palmed a key to Tailbone. Tailbone unlocked and opened a horizontal door floating 
a few feet off the stage. A corona of bright white light waited directly beneath 
Squelch’s spinning chair. A projector illuminated the screen behind Tailbone. An 
image of the leafy brown floor of a forest. Tailbone dropped a piece of paper into 
the doorway. 

The paper fluttered onto the screen, coming to a halt among the 
roots of a tree. Squelch dropped. He disappeared from the stadium and filled the 
screen. He hit the ground with a clomp. His tape and most of the chair snapped. He 
got up, though he looked dazed. The map sat next to him. He pulled it out from 
under his leg and looked at it. 

Tailbone laughed. “Yes, that is a map of Ancient Assyria. We 


dropped our friend Squelch into modern-day Kentucky. He’s going to be out there 
for a while.” The crowd guffawed. “Do you see? Are you awake enough? This is 
what They do to us! They tell us we can have all the knowledge. All the 
information. They know we’ll get lost in it. They think we’ll keep making the 
wrong choices.” People were laughing again. I broke through the line and charged 
up the steps to the stage. Black-clad stagehands dove at me as I made for Tailbone. 
I was sick of his brand of half-sincere cultishness. I wanted to grab that stupid hat 
off his head. He took it off himself while I dodged a stagehand’s tackle. From under 
the ski mask came the smarm-smeared mug of Arms Inglehoff. He smiled as I 
reached him. I leaned down, planning to slam into him with my shoulder. At the 
crucial instant, Arms side-stepped me. He hit me with his shoulder. It knocked me 
into the glowing hole in the air. White light leaked into my skull. 

The next thing I knew, I woke up. A door slammed. Groggy blurs 
invaded my vision, clarifying slowly. I was lying in a bed, covers pulled over me. It 
was not morning. KIP did not give me an alarm tone, today’s news, or a tidbit 
about something that had happened today in history. A giant window hung next to 
the bed. It was dark outside. The room smelled of cleaning fluid and despair. 
Snuggled next to my leg, on top of the blanket, I felt the furry purring of a fat, 
contented cat. I didn’t know where I was, or why, but seeing Gollum was a 
welcome comfort in an uncomfortable tableau. But then again, he did have on a 
pointy-eared tinfoil hat. I didn’t remember making that. 

The surrounding room was a bland pink cube full of machines. 
Machines with big blinking screens lurked in every corner. Machines with long 
tubes and wires were standing over the sides of the bed. Many of them hooked up 
to my body, I found. The needled tip of one tube stabbed into my elbow. Another 
poked into my thigh. Several small circular pads, at the ends of insulated wires, 
attached to my skin with some kind of glue. Two of the pads were stuck to my 
temples. I could feel them. I noticed that wide leather straps held me down to the 
bed. This was not good. I wore a hospital gown. The feeling of suddenly being 
aware that you are wearing only a hospital gown when you ought to be wearing a 
blue plaid hoodie and a pair of heavy black boots is very disconcerting. 

It is almost as disconcerting as the feeling I had when someone 
opened the door and walked into the room. Several times in my life, I have seen 
people wearing clothes that are completely inappropriate for the area they are 
occupying. Once, I saw a man wearing a full security guard’s uniform while 
swimming in a public pool. I once saw a sheep farmer wearing only a speedo and 
sunglasses, while he herded sheep into a short metal fence that enclosed a green 
pasture. I also saw a woman lifting weights at a gym in the Toad’s Butt Mall 
wearing a wedding dress, complete with a bridal veil and a bouquet on the floor 
beside her bench. Yet, none of these sights were as strange and disturbing as what I 
saw walking into my hospital room that day. 


Before the door even opened, Gollum popped up and fled. His hat 
fell off. He hid under the plastic supports of the narrow bed. 

The man who walked in wore a long white lab coat and a 
stethoscope over his shoulders. He carried a clipboard. All of this seemed quite 
normal for a hospital. Although I hadn’t expected to wake up in the hospital, these 
aspects of his outfit seemed to fit in with what I would expect when visiting such a 
place. Underneath his lab coat and stethoscope, he wore chain mail. He wore a 
sturdy metal helmet. Clanking metal boots and gauntlets covered his feet and 
hands. He sported a long sword sheathed in a scabbard at his belt. All of this 
strange clothing was pretty distracting. I took a full minute to notice that I knew the 
man hidden under all of it. It was Apollo Grant Samson. 

My eyes narrowed. I shouted at him. “Hey, you! Let me up from 
here! What did you do to me?! Why am I here? Let me out, you horrid little 
butthead!” 

He did not appear to hear me. He went on clanking and staring 
down at his clipboard and checking the screens of the machines in the corners of 
the room. I went on shouting, “Hey! Jerk! Over here!” 

At that, Apollo Samson looked up and made eye contact with me. 
Suddenly, I wished I hadn’t received his attention. The look in his eyes was 
murderous and snide. “Ahh, Ms. Mission. My name is Doctor Edmund Ironsides. 
Good afternoon. I have some good news...” He glanced back down at the clipboard 
and flipped a page, as if he were checking some information, “...and some bad 
news. Which would you like first?” 

“Neither. You’re not Doctor Rusty Legs, or whatever you said, 
you’re Apollo Sandwich. You’re a terrible man. Let. Me. Out!” KIP screamed, in 
the way a kicked screen breaks. His screaming was jagged and terrible. 

“Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. I can’t do that yet. If you’d listen, you’d find out 
why.” He sounded happy. KIP stopped screaming. “So, good news first! The good 
news is that you are fine, and so is your friend,” he checked the clipboard, “Peter 
Ervin Welch. You are both healthy and stable. In fact, you are probably healthier 
than when you got here. Mr. Welch certainly is.” 

I glared at him, but felt my hatred for his dumb face lessen slightly. 
“Where is he? Let me see Peter!” 

“Wellll...” He hemmed and hawed. He clopped across the floor. 
“That...is the bad news.” Apollo Samson went to the wall opposite the big window 
that showed the dreary gray sky. He pulled aside a curtain. I saw Peter, separated 
from my room by a pane of glass. He ate a bowl of soup. He looked better. The 
color returned to his face. He was hooked up to just as many tubes and wires as I 
was. He did not react to the window being uncovered. I thought it must be a one- 
way mirror like they use in police interrogation rooms, in the movies. Samson 
continued, “Unfortunately, we couldn’t save him without using you! It’s your 


blood and your brain patterns that revived and sustain him! Without you, he would 
die. So, when you asked to be unhooked and let out of bed, you were actually 
asking me to kill him. If you unhook any of that sensitive medical equipment, he 
will die in a matter of minutes.” Samson smiled a disgusting, haughty smile as if he 
had just told a rude joke. 

“What?!” I asked, disbelieving. “That doesn’t sound like a proper 
application of medical ethics.” 

“Ethics?” He grinned. “What a word for a silly young girl like you. 
Is it ethical to ask me to kill a teenager? I’m the only doctor here unless you have a 
medical degree that I don’t know about. I took an oath to ‘Do no harm.’ This was 
the only way to keep him alive. So, what’Il it be, Ms. Mission? Shall I unhook you, 
or would you like to spend the rest of your life in bed, like a good girl? Answer 
quickly, please. I have other patients to attend to.” 

My mind raced. I thought about applying KIP to researching the 
topics of blood transfusions and medical ethics and brain pattern monitoring. Then, 
I looked again, through the window, at Peter. He looked so happy. He watched a 
TV mounted on the wall facing his bed. My heart crumpled under the weight of the 
sight. “Ok,” I muttered. 

“T’m sorry. What was that?” The maniac in the armor cupped a hand 
to the spot where his ear would be, on the outside of his helmet. 

“Ok! Ok! [ll stay. Pll sit here for the rest of my life, cooperating 
with your insane scheme. Just promise he’! be alright.” I resigned myself to the 
idea. It felt like relaxing in a hot tub full of crocodiles. 

“Interesting...” Samson pulled out a ballpoint pen with metal fingers 
and jotted something down on his clipboard. “Now, how about this?” He grinned 
wider. He flipped a switch on the wall next to the window into Peter’s room. 

Peter vanished. The room beyond the window remained the same, 
but in Peter’s place, I was astonished to see Thomas. He sat in the same hospital 
bed, tubes and wires webbed from his body to a crowd of machines. He ate a bowl 
of soup, laughing at a TV show. I blinked so fast that the entire scene strobed. The 
window hadn’t been a one-way mirror. It was a screen. “Same question. Your 
blood and brain inputs keep your acquaintance, Thomas Mento, alive. If you get up 
and leave, both he and Peter will die forthwith.” He started humming the tune of 
the Bear’s song by the Pizza Dungeon. 

My head swiveled from Thomas to the “doctor”, and back again. I 
remembered a vivid image of Thomas pointing a crazy banana-shaped gun at me. It 
took me longer this time, and I almost told Samson to let me up, just so I could get 
him close enough that I could punch him hard in his smug mouth. But then, I 
remembered Peter’s face. Happy. Smiling. “Ill stay,” I relented quietly, but 
forcefully. And then Samson wrote something on his clipboard and flipped the 
switch again, nonchalantly. This time, lying in the bed in another room, hooked up 


to the tubes and wires, was a monster. A slimy, green, foot-long Flea. It had big 
googly eyes locked on a TV screen in front of it. It sloppily lapped up soup, spilling 
it all over itself. I was flabbergasted. A small furry creature hopped up onto my 
bed. I tore my eyes away from the screen that showed the Flea, looking down at my 
feet, heart pounding. I screamed. It was Samson’s skunk, crawling up my legs to 
my chest. 

“No! Oh! Ugh! No! Let me out of here!” I hollered and shrieked. I 
cried hysterically. Apollo Samson laughed. He clopped up to the head of the bed 
and I felt myself being wheeled to the door of the room. I flailed and kicked and 
struggled, trying to get the skunk away from me. The bed stopped. 

“Oh no, you don’t!” I heard Samson say as another small fourfooted 
beast landed on my legs, hissing. Gollum latched on top of the skunk, lightning- 
fast. He tore at the thing’s neck, biting and scratching and rolling over my legs. 
Samson reached down a steel glove and grabbed Gollum by the scruff of the neck. 
The skunk slunk away, limping and whining. The metal hand lifted my cat and 
swung, tossing him across the room. He took the blanket with him, snagged on his 
desperate claws. I closed my eyes, sobbing. I couldn’t watch as he rolled me out of 
the door. 


I should have expected it. But at this point, my “expecting the unexpected” circuit 
was fried. He rolled me into a completely different building. The door was, for the 
persistent lack of a better term, magic. I opened my eyes and saw that I was no 
longer lying in a bed. I was sitting upright in a chair. It was a stiff and 
uncomfortable chair. My legs felt numb, as though I had been sitting in this chair 
for hours. My mouth was dry. The chair had a back but no arms. I found I couldn’t 
have rested my elbows on the arms, even if they had existed. Shackles attached my 
wrists to a table and my elbows couldn’t move that far back. A glass of water sat on 
the cold metal table. I tried to reach out for the glass, but couldn’t reach it. My 
handcuffs were just tight enough to prevent that. 

I looked around and saw a dingy and dark room. A single bare 
lightbulb swung from a chain above my head. A large mirror covered most of the 
wall I faced. I recognized this room as the most stereotypical example of a 
interrogation room that I had ever been in. Then I remembered I had never been in 
any police interrogation rooms. A lonely roach crawled slowly across the floor to 
the left of my chair. I groaned. I had a sinking feeling that at any second, two law 
enforcement officers were going to burst into the room and do a “good cop, bad 
cop” routine at me. 

The door to the left of the giant mirror burst open. Two uniformed 
law enforcement officers stomped in. I rolled my eyes. Willie Weller looked 
ridiculous in a blue starched uniform, creased uncomfortably around his 
midsection. His slouched posture and shuffling gait made him an_ utterly 
unconvincing cop. 

Behind him, Francesca Kilter hung back and glowered silently. She 
was somehow even less suited to her outfit than Willie. Dark boxy sunglasses 
covered her eyes. She pursed her mouth in a disapproving scowl. She set up a 
tripod with a video camera on it, pointed straight at me. A tiny red light came on as 
Kilter pressed a button. Willie leaned over the table and looked into my eyes. 

“Victory, it’s so good to see you. I was so worried about you when 
you ran off in the UnderMall.” Willie intoned sympathetically. 

“Oh, come on!” I spat at him. “You ditched me there like an 
unwanted mattress. Why am I in here? I haven’t done anything wrong and you 
know it! It’s you people who have been doing all the crimes. You and all your 
friends ought to be locked up for life! Last time I checked, it’s illegal to 
impersonate police officers. Not to mention kidnapping, arson, conspiracy, 
biological warfare...” I counted off the illicit activities of the Butt County Book 
Club on the fingers of my right hand. I was about to spill over onto the left one 
when Kilter cut me off. 

“Ha! That’s rich! Empty, unproven accusations, coming from a 
cold-blooded murderer!” She scowled a scowl somehow even scowlier than before. 

“Murderer?” I asked, ““Who did I~” 


“Thomas? Peter? You don’t remember?” Willie asked, actually 
sounding concerned about my mental capacity. “You willingly condemned them to 
death in the Toad’s Butt Hospital. It’s all on tape. Given the chance to save them, 
you scoffed and chose death.” 

“But I-” 

Kilter stepped forward and said forcefully, “Oh, can it? No excuses 
will get you out of this. You’re going away for a long time. Even confessing isn’t 
going to solve anything. We’re not here to talk about you, anyway. Your trial is 
tomorrow morning. We’re here to discuss another matter.” 

“What? My trial?’ I sputtered in horror. 

“T’m so very sorry that I mentioned it, Victory. You really must put 
that out of your mind, honey.” Willie’s sweet demeanor was sickening, in context. 
“We can predict what will happen to you. You’ll probably be given life without 
parole. But it’s really not important! What is important is...” He trailed off. 
Befuddlement struck me mute. Willie motioned to Francesca Kilter, who flipped a 
switch on the wall beside the giant mirror. The mirror ceased being a mirror. It 
became a window. In the next room, a figure huddled on the floor of a jail cell. 
Light streamed in through a barred window. The figure looked up. The light from 
the window painted his face in a sunset orange. 

Finding someone familiar in an unfamiliar place can feel like seeing 
the face of your dead grandmother burned into a piece of toast that pops out of your 
toaster. The face I saw was the last face I thought I would see in this police station 
if that was really where I was. I had given up all hope of finding him. Every lead so 
far had been a dead end. I had been flattened like a pancake by the mountain of red 
herrings and the avalanche of disasters chasing me. Yet, here he was. Seeing him, I 
knew I had already given up. I didn’t really care, not in the way that I should. My 
emotions in this important moment felt fake, flawed, and fatuous. I knew I had 
stopped really looking for him. My father’s face at that moment burned into my 
mind, like an image burned into a slice of toast. “How? Why? Dad?!” I coughed. 
He didn’t turn. 

“He can’t hear you, honey,” Willie interjected. “That would 
interfere with the process.” He motioned again. Kilter flipped another switch. The 
mirror window was clearly not a window. The image on the screen split. On the left 
side of the screen, my father still sat forlornly on the floor of his cell. On the right 
side of the screen, another, equally surprising, figure swam into view. I gasped 
again, and it felt like the soft skin inside my esophagus had somehow become so 
dry that it cracked. It was Squelch, screaming and stomping around a cell. He 
shook the bars of his cell door one moment and then pounding on the solid concrete 
wall another. 

“Both of the prisoners before you have committed the same crime: 
aggravated assault. Joseph Mission was arrested for attacking a mall security officer 


named Harold Winter. Samuel Welch was picked up for beating Thomas Mento 
with a wooden Katana. Due to budget cuts and a lack of space in Butt County jails, 
a judge has ruled that only one prisoner can be kept in custody. The other one will 
be released.” Willie explained calmly, as if what he said was not completely stupid. 

Kilter picked up the explanation where Willie left off, giving me no 
time to protest. “The next of kin shall decide for their respective prisoner. You 
must decide for your father, and Samuel’s parents will do the same for him. Listen 
carefully. I don’t enjoy repeating myself. The decision is: you must decide whether 
to vote for Mr. Mission to go free, or Samuel to go free. Samuel’s parents will vote 
as they see fit. They get one vote, and you get one vote. You will not get to speak to 
the Welchs. If one prisoner gets two votes, he will be released immediately. The 
other will serve twentyfive years in prison. If each prisoner only gets one vote, they 
will both be put to death. If either you or Samuel’s parents refuse to vote, both 
prisoners will be put to death. It’s very simple!” 

“That’s sick!” I gibbered. “It’s a crock! This is an insane scheme! 
You'll never get away with it. No judge would approve this. It’s complete—” 

“Be quiet, Victory, please. You only have two minutes to decide.” 
Willie whispered. I shut up. KIP spoke very quickly. He summarized the 
horrendous non-choice behind my eyelids with a chart. It outlined the two 
outcomes in a very basic square chart. He gave me a lot of statistics about 
psychological studies that used similar hypothetical choices. I studied the chart 
with interest and then lost it in an instant. 

“T refuse,” I stated, simply. I couldn’t stand the whole thing. It was a 
nasty trick, designed to force people to cooperate toward an immoral end. I would 
not make an active choice. Instead, I chose passive acceptance of the inevitable. I 
didn’t believe that they would execute both Squelch and my father. I didn’t believe 
that Peter and Thomas were truly dead, just because I wouldn’t let my body sustain 
the freaky little Flea. Convinced that I called their bluff, I smiled to myself. 

“Are you sure?” Willie asked. I nodded. He turned away from me. 
He gave another quick hand motion to Kilter. She turned and held down a button 
next to the switches on the wall. 

“Ms. Mission refuses to vote.” She spoke into a grate in the wall. On 
the screen, both cell doors opened immediately. My view that this entire experience 
was an empty charade faded away. I saw two large, hairy police officers enter the 
view of the screen, one in each cell. The hairy cops grabbed each of the prisoners 
by the arm with stiff motions. They dragged Squelch and my father out, both 
struggling. I knew the cops. They were not hairy men. They were animatronic 
bears. Their uniforms stretched tight across their furry chests. I almost laughed. I 
would have if I wasn’t so distressed. 

“No!” I shouted. As if I caused an avalanche with my trembling 
voice, the ground shook. The lone lightbulb above me swung on its cord. 


Suddenly, a great crashing noise filled the air. Each of the cells on 
the screen exploded into dust and rocks. Through the gray blur of the chaos in the 
cells, I saw two huge four-fingered hands. They reached into the cramped little 
rooms and throttled the animatronic bear-cops. It was like watching a child 
manhandle two dolls, from the perspective of the inside of a dollhouse. Most 
people would probably have been very confused by this sight. I recognized the 
hands at once. They belonged to RoboBob. I laughed so hard that my sides hurt. 

I didn’t notice Kilter and Willie flanking me until they hurriedly 
unlocked my shackles. They pulled me by the arms, toward the door they had 
entered through. They dragged me through the blinding brightness of the doorway. 
I saw the left fist of RoboBob crashing through the screen with one mighty punch. 
He tried to free me as he had just freed my father and best friend. He was a second 
too late. I was too far away before his hand could swing over to grab my captors. 
The world went white and silent. 


I’ve fallen asleep on the bus before. Usually, it results from a long night of 
misbehaving. Sneaking out of your home to go to the junkyard and build a robot 
tends to make you tired the next day. Sometimes the teachers and civilians make 
snide comments about how tired you look. KIP would remind me on such an 
occasion that, according to science, teenagers need eight to ten hours of sleep to 
function properly. Often, falling asleep on the bus means waking up to find that 
you’ve missed your stop and are now in a neighborhood you don’t recognize. 
Once, it meant finding myself in a locked bus parked in a lot miles away from 
town. That’s the evening I learned to hot-wire a vehicle. That’s a story for another 
time. 

The bumping and swaying of the bus jostled me awake. I felt a pang 
of regret and shock. I thought I was going to school or work or something. Then I 
remembered. I graduated already and didn’t have a job. Also, this was not a school 
bus. It wasn’t even a Butt County Transit bus. I didn’t recognize the pattern on the 
seats. I didn’t recognize the signage lining the walls of the bus. There were ads, 
which Butt County buses don’t have. Each ad and warning sign was emblazoned 
with a small logo in the lower righthand corner that simply said “Metro Bus”. 

“We are in Washington, D.C.” KIP informed me. “This bus is 
traveling southwest on Massachusetts Avenue. You have just passed the Embassy 
of Columbia. You will soon...” He kept talking, but I ignored him. Almost no 
passengers occupied the bus. It was full daylight outside. Inside, I glanced around 
and counted three in the bus: myself, the driver, and a man in a white suit with hair 
parted straight down the middle. This man sat directly behind the driver. He looked 
forward, through the windshield, so I couldn’t see his face, but I knew exactly who 
it was. I tried to stand and walk up to him. That’s when I realized that someone 
shackled my leg to the metal pole of the seat. 

“Samson!” I called to him. “Do you want to tell me why I’m here? 
I’m assuming you have some other sick game to play?” 

Apollo Samson turned around. He smiled, mustache curling like a 
caterpillar doing yoga. “Ah, Ms. Mission! So, you do know how to say my name. I 
hope you are comfortable. If not, you only have...” He checked his ostentatious 
gold watch. His smile widened threateningly. ““...two minutes to get comfortable. 
Someone told me you think better when you are comfortable. And you’re going to 
have to think! Here’s what’s about to happen: I’m going to unlock your shackle. 
You're going to get up, stretch your legs, and probably whine some more, as you 
do. Then, you’ll notice that something is wrong. You'll need to make a choice. 
After that, what happens is up to you! I won’t be helping you. Good luck!” 

I fought the urge to kick him in the face when he knelt down and 
unfastened the shackle on my leg. He used a key hanging on the biggest key ring I 
had ever seen. The tiny shackle key hid among an unfathomable rainbow of 
different colored and patterned keys. I stretched my leg, glad to feel the weight of 


the heavy shackle lifted away. I stood up. Samson sat down in the seat across the 
aisle from me. Before I could yell at Apollo Samson or attempt to get that key ring 
away from him, the bus hit a bump and swayed more than a little. I almost lost my 
balance. 

I peered out of the windshield, and my heart stopped. The bus driver 
fell out of his seat and flopped onto the floor. He did this slowly, like a majestic 
tree after being felled by a lumberjack’s chainsaw. I turned my back on Samson. I 
made wide, shaky steps to stay upright as I moved to the front of the bus. The view 
out of the windshield swung in a seasick blur. I looked down at the motionless bulk 
of the driver. He was an animatronic bear, deactivated and emotionless. 

I took his seat and tried to recall how to drive a bus. KIP started 
feeding me sections of the Commercial Drivers Licence Study Book. I’d driven one 
before, but the result was less than ideal. This time, I didn’t need to get anywhere 
other than a safe place to stop. I perched on the edge of the seat. The seat on this 
bus could adjust to fit me easily, but I didn’t bother. I grasped the wheel and 
reached out my leg to press the brake. The street outside was busy, a cacophony of 
screeching tires and scattering pedestrians. 

My foot found the brake pedal. I pushed it to the floor. The bus did 
not stop. I pumped it frantically and growled. It didn’t even slow down at all. 

Through squinting eyes, I saw the ‘decision’ that Samson had 
mentioned. I wanted to throw up. I clicked into neutral. The transmission didn’t 
work. I pulled the parking brake. The switch came off in my hand. We sped up. 

If you’ve ever been in a car crash, you’ll know what I mean when I 
say that time slowed down. What should have taken an instant seemed like an 
eternity. I saw a woman crossing the street. She wore a smart blue pantsuit, staring 
down at her phone. I saw twin crowds of people clustered on either side of the 
street. The woman in the pantsuit was crossing at a crosswalk, but ignoring the 
ominous red hand signal. I had enough time to glance behind me and see Apollo 
Samson in a seat, totally unconcerned. He was eating a sandwich. Mustard dripped 
in slow motion, a giant glob falling towards his tie. 

I stomped repeatedly on the brake as if it would suddenly decide to 
work. My mind fit the puzzle together, almost audibly clicking it into place. The 
woman turned her head towards me, gradually revealing the truth I had suspected. 
It was my mom. The urge to wave at her was insane. This situation was already 
decided. I knew what I'd have to do. I missed my mom. Oddly, at that moment, I 
missed being scolded by her. I knew the furious chewing-out I would have received 
if she thought I was even slightly considering jerking the steering wheel to the left 
or right. To kill a whole crowd of people in order to save my mom was 
unthinkable. I let go of the wheel and put my arm up to shield my eyes. I resigned 
myself to the tragedy, the pain, and the disaster I was hurtling into. 

As I closed my eyes, the momentum pushing through my body 


evaporated. The dark void behind my eyes turned white. I tried to open my eyes 
again, but I wasn’t sure if I had or not. I felt a hand grabbing my arm, and then 
another hand on my leg. Someone lifted me. Several someones. My name echoed 
out of the endless white emptiness around me, over and over. It carried me out of a 
room. The surrounding hallway took shape. It was a gray tube, featureless except 
for the thin row of loudly humming fluorescent lights above and the metal grate 
floor below. 

The door behind me slammed shut with a clang. I looked back. The 
door was painted with a red and black checkerboard pattern. The hands tugging me 
along belonged to the Welch Brothers. Tears streamed down my face. My feet 
touched the floor. I tried to continue walking on my own, but nearly tripped. An 
unconscious man in a white suit stirred slightly as I accidentally kicked him. 

Squelch held me back from trying to walk. I realized who was 
sprawled on the floor. I kicked hard, this time on purpose. “Oof,’ Apollo Samson 
muttered. A small device with a glowing green screen skittered out of his hand and 
across the floor. 

“What is happening right now?!” The words came unbidden from 
my mouth. I caught Squelch’s eyes. He looked angry. He pushed the strap of my 
backpack into my palm. I slung it over my shoulder. The weight of the bag was 
comforting. It was a talisman, warding against the dread blooming inside me. 

“We'll explain it all later.” Squelch said, pushing past me. He 
crushed the little device with the heel of his tennis shoe. The loud humming, which 
I thought came from the lights, dwindled to silence. “Basically, the jerk in the suit 
had you locked in that room. I don’t know what he was doing to you, but I know 
that we better leave before his friends catch up to us.” Peter stared behind us as we 
made our way down the hall. 

“Where are...? How did...? What? When?” Ill-formed questions 
flooded out of my mouth. I allowed myself to be directed toward a ladder at the far 
end of the hall. 

Peter made a non-committal noise, somewhere between a grunt and 
a sigh. “Later,” he said. “For now, just climb. Then, run. Like, really fast.” We 
climbed the ladder. Squelch went first, then me, then Peter. Squelch pushed open a 
heavy door at the top. He poked his head up, looked around, then waved us up. The 
sound of footsteps sprinting down the tunnel under us made me scramble out of the 
trap door and turn around to see if I could help Peter up. His voice had been 
normal. Non-monstrous. I couldn’t lose him to the Fleas again. He cleared the door 
and shut it behind him. He pushed me, roughly but not unkindly. “Run, remember? 
Fast?” I took his advice, comforted by the sound of his steps hot on my heels. I 
couldn’t believe what I saw: Toad’s Butt Mall food court. The ugly tile floor 
blurred past me as I pursued Squelch. We shoved the gawking crowds of people 
around us. I caught a glimpse of a cop chasing us and then screamed as someone 


grabbed my arm again. 

It was Squelch. He coaxed me into the janitor’s closet. It smelled 
like pee. Peter held the door closed behind us with all his weight. The door 
thumped and jumped as the cops tried to get it open. Squelch opened the secret 
mop sink hatch and pointed at me to crawl down it. 

“Eww!” I shouted, remembering exactly why it smelled like pee in 
here. I climbed down anyway. The Welchs followed after constructing a sloppy 
barricade for the door. At the bottom of the ladder, I plopped feet first into a 
puddle. I gagged. A cloud of stench filled my sinuses. Somehow, I was relieved 
that it wasn’t the smell of urine. At least, until I recalled what that smell meant. 
“Ugh! Fleas!” I coughed the word. Before Peter made it down into the tunnel, I 
could hear a fearsome skittering sound encroaching. My whole body tensed up. 
Squelch reached into his pocket and produced the Banana Gun. I hid behind him, 
although he provided about as much cover as a small flagpole. I squinted into the 
darkness of the lab hospital, nervously anticipating the sight of a hundred pairs of 
googly eyes. 

“Scepter!” Squelch hissed. I fiddled open the zipper on my 
backpack, feeling around for the long taser-rod. 

“Look out! Yah!” Peter’s voice thundered down as he jumped off 
the ladder and landed with a bone-breaking wet crunch. Smelly goo sprayed my 
right side, barely missing my eyes. Peter held the wooden Katana at the ready. I 
attempted to avoid hyperventilating. The Scepter came out of my backpack as a 
flashlight. I clicked it on. My imagination had severely underestimated the danger. 
At least a thousand Fleas flanked us from every side. One of them, right in front of 
me, was only eyes and a jittering mass of green around a skeleton’s hand. They 
crawled along the walls and ceiling and perched on the screens and wires of 
laboratory equipment. They all stopped for a split second, startled by the circle of 
light. All at once, they pounced. Squelch and Peter unloaded on the swarm. Globs 
of death glue lobbed in all directions. Peter swung the Katana in a sweeping 
semicircle. He hit some Fleas, but more of them dodged and renewed their frenzy. 

The Hand-Flea flung itself at my face. I slapped it, hard. 
Unfortunately, although I avoided a tragic, possibly lethal facepalm, the Scepter- 
flashlight that I hit the Flea with turned off right then. Darkness choked the air once 
more, and I flailed. I kicked away the spiky legs of the Fleas trying to climb me. I 
clicked the button, over and over. The sensation of the Scepter transforming 
partially explained the panicked delay in my hand. With one more click, the button 
produced a momentary flash of blinding white light. The flash coincided with a 
Flea landing on top of my head, tangling into my hair. Another one lunged for my 
face. I swear, as odd as it sounds, I saw a tiny skeleton light up inside the 
exoskeleton of the Flea flying at me. A crack like thunder in a driving storm filled 
the chamber. Then, everything went silent, besides the wordless screaming that 


Squelch, Peter, and I were harmonizing on. The Scepter transformed itself back 
into a flashlight and clicked on. 

“Wow!” breathed Peter, surveying the devastation. Every single 
Flea was fried to a crispy brown color. Their eyes were missing, leaving only 
hollow pits. They clung to the walls, the ceiling, the dead machines, and our pant 
legs like dried-up cicada skins. If a cicada was the size of a small dog, that is. 

Squelch looked at me and my flashlight like I was a toddler holding 
a flamethrower. “What was that?!” He asked. I pointed at the flashlight and 
shrugged. 

“Lightning rod! Tight!” Peter declared. 

“Boom.” Squelch agreed. “Hold still, V. Let me get that for you.” 
He reached up to knock the dead Flea out of my hair. It crumbled into dust. We 
proceeded warily out of the room. 


An empty room is not always menacing. Sometimes an empty room is inviting or 
peaceful, such as a private study room at a library. Sometimes an empty room holds 
exciting possibilities, such as the room in a new house that will soon be your very 
own bedroom. The empty room that the three of us peered into now was not 
inviting or exciting. It was dull and threatening. It raised questions. Its emptiness 
did not indicate safety or certainty. This was the room that should have contained 
RoboBob Lazerpants. 

The blank gray floor mocked my perplexity. “Where is he?” Squelch 
asked. “Why would they move him? Where would they take him?” No one has ever 
been inside an empty room. This is because, when you enter such a room, it is no 
longer empty. When Peter walked into the room before us, the walls reacted to his 
presence. The solid walls all shimmered and changed. Doors of all shapes, sizes, 
and colors surrounded us. Peter looked at the giant keyring in his hand. 

“The question is,” Peter declared solemnly, “Where should we go? 
Is there anywhere safe from these people?” 

I couldn’t think fast enough to catch up with the words coming out 
of my mouth. “Where did they keep you two?! No, don’t answer that. They locked 
me up in that library, and then Willie led me out of it. Or maybe he didn’t. But I 
had already broken out, and I got to this room. I put RoboBob back together. Did 
that happen? If the hospital and the police station and the bus were all simulations, 
then what about the graveyard? The flaming skeletons? And those vats? And the 
Herald Headquarters? Time travel? Was Rat even a real person? Was KIP really 
broken? Does my sister really work for them? Arggh!” I marched over and ripped 
Apollo’s keyring out of Peter’s hand. 

“Uhh.” He said. “What did you just say? Flaming skeletons? “ 

“Hey, wait a second, V. I think you’ve got your own explaining to 
do first. Didn’t that lady who kidnapped us say you had a chip in your brain?” 
Squelch added. 

“Shh! I’m going to try something. The old man in the tacky suit 
accidentally told me something useful while he feeding me nightmares.” I pushed 
past them to get to the biggest door in the room. It was an orange and black barn- 
style door, plenty large enough to fit RoboBob. I picked out the biggest key on the 
ring. 

“Forget chips.” Peter nudged Squelch. “I think she’s got a whole 
potato in her brain.” 

“V, stop. You can’t always be in charge. You say we’re friends, but 
sometimes you’re giving me more of a hard time and less of a helping hand, you 
know? I asked you a question. Can you please give me a serious answer before we 
move on?” 

“Yes, ve got a chip in my brain. I was part of a classified 
experiment as a child. Even though they rejected me, I’m still not allowed to tell 


anyone. I could get in a lot of trouble if—” 

Squelch scoffed, “As if we’re not willing to get into big trouble for 
you?” 

“IT just, ’'m embarrassed about it, and it’s easier if nobody else 
knows—” 

Squelch stopped me. “Stop taking the easy way out every time. 
We’re your friends, we have your back. Boom. Just, you know, clue us in some 
time.” Peter nodded behind him. 

I twisted the loop that held the key onto the ring. It moved, but I 
didn’t see any effective way to establish where in time or space the door would take 
me. 

There were just a series of notches engraved on the loop. I hoped it 
would be obvious that I had indeed time traveled. I turned the key in the lock and 
slid the door open. 

“Where are you going?” Peter and Squelch shouted as they followed 
me through the tedious bright light. On the other side, we stumbled out into a gray 
stone hallway. A torch burned in its hammered brass holder on the wall. A narrow 
window let in the light of a sunset, or sunrise. It was bitterly cold here. As I looked 
out the window, I realized it was a hole in the wall. No glass to separate me from 
the wind outside. ‘You are in Pevensey Castle, East Sussex, England. Date 
unknown. Connectivity test is inconclusive.’ 

“Incredible,” Peter commented. 

“Boom.” Squelch concurred. “Look! Some dudes are about to throw 
down!” 

I pulled my gaze down to where he pointed. Two small armies of 
men on horses were galloping straight at one another. They held swords, bows, and 
torches. All of them were bellowing. They clashed into each other, brutally hacking 
and slashing. 

“Beluc! Dytte! Cnap ond horcwene!” A fried voice sounded behind 
us. An old man in a torn tunic dropped a bowl of something on the floor. As soon 
as we saw him, all of us cut and ran. We shoved back through the door. The white 
light dissolved again. I tried breathing a sigh of relief. Instead, I choked out a gasp 
of distress. We piled into the same castle hallway we had just left. “Dytte!” The old 
man said again. 

“Oops!” I muttered, puzzling out my mistake. I twisted the loop on 
the big key again. “Come on, guys!” The Welch boys followed me into the door 
again, less confidently. This time, we emerged in a darkened field. ‘Where am I 
now?’ I asked KIP, in my mind. 

“You are in Manchester Township, New Jersey.” He answered. I 
tried to remember why that sounded familiar. I had definitely never been to New 
Jersey before. 


“Ok, V! What in the holy name of cheese puffs is going on? Was 
that a real-life castle? Like, knights and swords castle? What?!” Squelch was 
getting very worked up. “Where are we now?!” 

“So, while I was gone, did you guys get thrown in prison, or the 
hospital, or something like that?” I evaded Squelch’s questions. Before he 
answered or evaded the question, a violent fireball detonated in the sky, explosively 
interrupting me. The three of us looked up to watch a blimp bursting into vivid 
orange flame a mile away. Actually, it was a Zeppelin. We watched in awe. It 
happened so fast. The airship sank like a boulder, with a jet of flame spouting 
upward from the front of the thing. Peter acted first, shoving us back to the door. 
He slid it open as I twisted the loop of the key to another position, hoping for a less 
grisly destination. 

The fading light brought us to a more familiar and claustrophobic 
locale. It was a dank and foreboding concrete bunker. I turned on the Scepter- 
flashlight and tried not to focus on the large slimy letters on the wall. The note from 
my father about wearing clean underwear stood next to a door that hadn’t been 
there the last time I was in this room. It was a revolving door, made of glass or 
metal painted solid black. I knew that the paint hid a blinding light, waiting to 
whisk me away to some strange time and place. I turned to the brothers. 

“Seriously, though. You’d tell me if a big cartoon mech rescued 
you, or if brain-eating vermin infected you, right?” They nodded cautiously at me. 
“This just doesn’t make sense. Where is RoboBob? If the library was real, not a 
simulation, then I rebuilt him. I programmed RoboBob to track you two and 
eliminate threats to your safety. Why wouldn’t he have helped you break me out?” 

“Maybe he did, and we just don’t know it.” guessed Peter. 

“Maybe he went back to the high school to have some fun. I think 
there’s a football game tonight,” suggested Squelch. “We should go there. I’d like 
to see him cause a disruption again.” 

I laughed. “Well, if RoboBob is there, it’s probably our last chance 
to prank the school before the world ends.” They looked confused. I explained, 
“We know now that these doors can transport us in time, as well as space, so at 
least one thing I learned in that simulation is true. ’m not sure what is true and 
what isn’t, but I’ve got a lot to catch y’all up on. We better keep moving.” 

I went on, explaining what I experienced while I was in Samson’s 
clutches. We went through the magic revolving door as I talked. It led into the Tidy 
Bubble Laundromat’s bathroom. We ducked through the shattered glass front door 
there to the door in the office of the Two Butchers’ Butcher Shop. That led to the 
tunnel by Thomas’s house, and we jogged through the tunnel and out of the shed. I 
was still explaining when we walked through Thomas’ kitchen. Four full glasses of 
lemonade sat on the table collecting fruit flies. 

We found Peter’s truck out front. We piled in and drove into 


downtown, discussing what our next move should be. If we didn’t expose the Book 
Club’s conspiracy to infect the world with reverseengineered Brain Fleas and 
Stinkers, everyone would be zombies forever. Vegetation would swallow the whole 
town if what I learned in Apollo’s simulation was true. The entire time we were 
walking and driving, we didn’t see a single other person. 

There were no Fleas, no Stinkers, not even a squirrel or bird. It was 
creepy. It was afternoon. The sun sank into the mountains on the horizon. People 
should have been getting off work for the day. There should have been traffic. 
Toad’s Butt, Tennessee, was suddenly a ghost town. The feeling reminded me of 
falling asleep in class and waking up to find the school closed. We all agreed we 
were Starving, so we risked going to the Taco Butt. 

The Taco Butt was empty, but the lights were on. The door was 
unlocked. 

Trash and half-eaten tex-mex meals littered the tables. It was like 
everyone in town had evacuated, impending some natural disaster. Squelch made 
us lunch. “Maybe the world already ended, and we just don’t know it,” Peter said. 

“If UFOs have landed, maybe they’ll kill all the Fleas for us.” I 
speculated. 

“Boom, but if it’s aliens, they’re gonna want an explanation for all 
those movies where we planned fun ways to kill them.” Squelch said. 

Peter said, “It seems more likely to me that the mad scientists 
decided to destroy everyone, you know, as an experiment.” 

“A true scientist,” I said, “Would only kill half the people. They’d 
need a control group.” 

We ate our overloaded nachos while KIP showed me a montage of 
all the security camera feeds in town. There were no people shown on any of them. 
I asked him to rewind the feeds. Everyone had been gone all day today. I watched 
the sped-up footage of yesterday, holding my eyes shut to focus. The tape from 
outside the Taco Butt appeared normal until about three PM. Suddenly, everyone 
just dropped what they were doing and walked out. The customers, the staff, and 
the passers-by all at once started walking. Everybody walked in the same direction. 
They headed towards Wet Willie’s Bookstore. The mass exodus of Toad’s Butters 
looked like a slow feeding frenzy. Middle-class suburban sharks ambled lazily, 
presumably all planning to buy some light reading material. The Butt County Book 
Club gathered quite a few new members. All intellectual titans, I’m sure. 

“IT know where everyone went,” I told the Welchs. 

“What? How?” Asked Squelch. 

I tapped my temple. He nodded. 

“Ok. Where?” 

We got into the truck to go check it out. Peter drove with one hand, 
the other holding his Banana Gun. Squelch and I kept our weapons at the ready, 


too. We rode in silence, not speaking, no metal blaring from Peter’s radio like 
usual. Peter saw it first, swerving and screeching to a halt. A giant, neon green, 
googly-eyed T-Rex stood up. Slowly, it became the tallest thing in town as it rose 
from behind the bookstore. It stomped towards us, crushing the asphalt of the street 
into gravel below its feet. From around the corner, a man in a white suit 
approached, leading the beastly Stinkosaur, his hair parted straight down the 
middle. He smiled a self-important smile. Behind the Stinkosaur, I could see Arms 
Inglehoff and Francesca Kilter. Behind them, a column of people marched double- 
file down the street. They brandished pipes, baseball bats, and honest-to-goodness 
pitchforks. These people all had big bulging googly eyes fighting to escape their 
sockets. 

“I was born unready for this.” Squelch said, stepping out of the 
truck. I stepped out and strode past Squelch to stand in front of him, hoping I 
looked more confident than I felt. 

I was about to say something like ‘Your reign of BLTerror is over, 
Mr. Sandwich.’ or maybe, ‘Time to put this to bed, Mr. Sandman.’ Instead, I just 
glared for a half-second. Before I could think up something really good, the 
Stinkosaur let out an earsplitting roar and stopped in its tracks. A series of thumps 
shook the street. A giant robot came bounding down the cross street, reared back, 
and punched the smelly T-Rex right in the mouth. The street erupted into chaos. 
The mob turned tail and ran down the road my house used to be on. A small group 
of people appeared behind and beside us, crawling out of manholes and bursting 
through the front doors of businesses. They were all firing Alien Guns and 
screaming. I saw Maria Plummer, Jessica, and Valarie among them. They were 
taking down large numbers of Fleazombies every second. I cheered and charged, 
wanting to help. I dodged under RoboBob’s legs as he wrestled with the huge 
Stinker. The massive Fartlizard attempted to morph into an octopus but ended up as 
a puddle. Escape from RoboBob’s fists was impossible. It was a decisive win. 

I chased Apollo Samson down the street and clicked the button on 
the lightning-rod Scepter. It zapped large crowds of scattering Fleas, who were now 
leaving their hosts crumpled on the ground in their haste to get away. I didn’t let 
Samson out of my sight until we reached the place where my house once stood. 
Then, I froze. I stared vacantly. My brain buzzed and sputtered. My house. 

It was right there. Good as new. I couldn’t believe it. Everything 
went white. I lost consciousness. The world blanked out into nothing and nowhere. 

I woke up in a chair with an uncomfortable helmet weighing down 
my head. I pushed it up and away, blinking rapidly, which turned the light of the 
room into a spastic strobe. There was a Yellow Door in the room. My father leaned 
over me. He smiled. “Good morning, honey!” He said in a sunny tone. 
“Unfortunately, you failed. That’s alright, though. If you want to know the truth, 
most people fail the first time around. We’ll try again!” 


Willie Weller came and stood beside my father. “You’re probably a 
little stunned right now, Victory.” He said, sympathetically. “It’s best if you don’t 
stand up yet. Let us explain.” 

I didn’t let them explain as I got up, rushed out of the room, and 
down the hall, slamming my bedroom door and locking it behind me. They stood at 
my bedroom door, explaining at length. I cried so loud that I couldn’t hear a word 
that either of them said. The police showed up after about an hour. The siren wailed 
as Gollum purred on my chest. KIP called them. I asked him to. It was the only 
thing I could think of to get me out of that house. 


Now, you’ve heard my story. So, let’s talk about you. I find it interesting that you 
sat here this whole time, listening to all of this nonsense. I mean, it’s a ridiculously 
stupid, long-winded story, and it seemed like you took it all at face value. You 
didn’t ask a single clarifying question. You just nodded your head and smiled, or 
frowned, or gave me a passive, calculated, non-judgemental look. You’re very 
good at that last one. Did you practice that look in a mirror? You’d have to, I guess, 
in your line of work. I could never do what you do. 

I wonder if you do a lot of these court-ordered therapy gigs. Do they 
pay well? No, don’t answer that. I just remembered that I don’t really care. Wait, 
actually, who is paying for this? The court? My lawyer? Will they bill my father? I 
hope I’m not supposed to pay you. I’m broke. What, you wanted to know what I’ve 
been up to since then? Not much. I’ve had a lot of time to think. See, I called the 
cops because my father and his friend had locked me in a torture game against my 
will. Maybe I’ ve got brain damage from all of this. I did not think it through. 

Things wore away. I sat in that room and tried to collect this story I 
just told you. It kept splitting in half. I was crying when the cops showed up and 
kicked my door down. I didn’t fight them. So much of me had been worn away. 

The entire hushed-up trial was a dim formality. I had already 
reviewed the footage. I was dead to rights. They had me on camera all over town. 
There I was, screaming at a nice Asian family in the Taco Butt. I was breaking the 
door of the butcher’s shop. There was me, not Squelch, knocking out Thomas with 
a wooden Katana. Apparently, that had actually happened in his yard, in front of 
his parents. Crawling into a dumpster. Setting the dumpster on fire. Throwing a 
drink at a stranger in the mall. Squeezing into a sewer grate like a rodent. 

They threw the book at me. My charges included such gems as 
disturbing the peace, assault, battery, obstructing mall justice, jaywalking, abuse of 
the postal service, robbery, obscenity, theft, corrupting the youth, loitering, treason, 
and crimes against nature. I think the DA had some sort of preexisting beef with me 
for that RoboBob thing in high school. More of those charges stuck than you might 
think. ’'m scheduled to be in the clink for a while. I am on a list living on 
someone’s desk, of unwanted government assets. Created because of a failed 
experiment. No good to keep me, no good to throw me away. They figured they’d 
land me in jail and let somebody else take over looking out for my well-being. I 
figure they were always gonna get me if they wanted to. Why resist? My sweaty 
and beleaguered court-assigned public defender seemed to agree with this strategy. 
Maybe somehow I deserve all of this. No way to know, but I’ve reflected lately on 
how I’ve treated loved ones badly. I’ve acted like Squelch was stupid and Valarie 
was mean, just because I didn’t want to really look at myself. I’m not a fan of jail, 
but being there makes the whole world a very effective mirror. 

Even outside the shadow-justice system that they jammed me 
through, I’m pretty sure the entire criminal justice system is a crock. It’s just a way 


to make rich white folks feel safe about the sanctity of their property. Most people 
who go to prison don’t get out and say, ‘Woohoo, that was a good lesson. I’m sure 
never going to do crime again!’. No, the justice system is just an easy buck for 
private prison owners who prey on people’s fear. There’s no real emphasis on 
rehabilitation or re-entry into normal society. It’s just punishment for punishment’ s 
sake. And the punishment, by the way? It is time. Solitary or not, it creeps by. 
Every second feels like another pair of eyes staring at the back of your head. 
You’re not allowed to turn around. The heat and needles at the back of your mind 
just build and build. 

Anyway, I don’t need therapy. I need justice. I need the truth. Ok, I 
probably do need therapy. I don’t need your therapy. I wonder how much you 
know about me. Did they give you a briefing about me before this session? I’m sure 
you know that Victory Mission is not my real name. It’s part of the top-secret black 
site kangaroo court thing. They actually let me choose my name, which is not the 
usual protocol. They rejected my first few suggestions. I suppose I could have told 
you the tale using my real name. You probably have some kind of confidentiality 
rules. I just like the way it sounds. It makes the whole story sound better, somehow. 

My father’s lawyers put forward all kinds of justifications, reasons, 
and motivations. They did a stellar job. He used that insane machine on me, they 
said, but his part in it was not a crime. All the events in the augmented reality 
simulation were fictional, they argued. Blaming my father for my actions was akin 
to pressing charges against someone for inviting you to their poetry reading. 

At first, I got angry when they said that. Then I thought about it a 
little more. Of course, it should be illegal to subject someone to your poetry reading 
by locking them in a room without their consent. On a level deeper than that, 
though, the simulation really was like a work of literature. I thought it was likely 
that Willie wrote the script for the simulation. It felt quite a bit like falling into his 
cheesy amateur sci-fi screenplays. The more I considered, the less likely I thought 
it was that my father and Mr. Weller had designed and programmed that thing all 
on their own. The trial didn’t even touch on the possibility that anything bigger was 
going on. 

My father really did work at the Toad’s Butt National Lab. So did 
Willie. And the lab really exploded shortly before they locked me into the virtual 
reality experience. KIP still works, although ‘experts’ have denied his existence 
repeatedly. And I can’t really trust him anymore. Can’t trust anyone. You’d 
probably tell me KIP is just an imaginary friend. I know he’s not. Though I might 
not fully trust him, I make use of him. I’ve been doing some research. Trying to 
pick the whole thing, what happened to me and what didn’t, apart from intelligible 
bits. ’'ve been going way back, remembering the correct versions of false 
memories. What is true? Will it even help me if I know what is true? I think so. I 
definitely caused a ruckus under the influence of artificial sensory input. But then, 


in the mall, I disappear from the video recording. Nobody seemed to want to call 
attention to that at the trial. Where was I? Is there something I could find that 
proves at least some of what my father showed me was real? I felt like it had to be 
real to some extent. My father’s motivations for doing this only fit together if he 
was preparing me for something. If that’s true, I want to be fully aware of what I 
was being prepared for. I want to make sure not to do it. 

Sometimes, when I think I obsess over all of this a bit too much, I 
get rosier. I imagine my happy-ending world. There, I start a private investigator 
business. I make little money. A lot of “pro bono’ stuff. That’s Latin for “working 
my butt off for free.’ Plus, I’ve got seventeen cats to take care of these days. I’ve 
probably spent most of what I’ve made on the cats. They have their own bedroom. 
And the rest of the apartment. And I buy them really nice cat food. The organic 
stuff, with real salmon in it. It has a leopard on the bag. I always think that’s funny. 
Like the company is hoping that subconsciously, you’ll think, ‘maybe this will turn 
my cat into a cool-looking snow leopard’. If I’m not on time with their dinner, they 
get cranky. Gandalf and Galadriel are pretty fierce. 

They might decide to eat me. 

Squelch and Peter keep telling me I spend too much money on the 
cats. Ha. I think they deserve it. Here’s a secret: sometimes someone hires me to 
find their lost cat or dog, but I then always tell them they can’t meet me at my 
office. Like maybe I say it’s being renovated or something. I go to their house. If I 
think they weren’t taking good care of their pet, then when I find it, I don’t give it 
back to them. I tell them I couldn’t find it, or that I called a shelter in the next town 
over, that the shelter euthanized an animal that looked just like theirs yesterday. If 
it’s a cat, I keep it. If it’s a dog, I find it a better home. I know that’s kinda messed 
up, but I don’t care. Nobody deserves to be abused. I’ve been through that and I'll 
do whatever it takes to keep someone else from going through the same. 

I’ve been watching the news. Protests. Fergusson. The police keep 
twisting arms and killing. I hate it, but I feel like I have to watch. 

I’ve felt so out of place for my entire life. Either ’'m too black or 
too white. I’m too smart or too lazy. Either I am naive or cruel. I’ve never picked a 
side, and I’m not likely to start. ’'m on my own side. But I see what people are out 
in the streets all saying together. “No Justice, No Peace.” I can get behind that. If 
others can agree with it, I can align with them on that. It’s important for everyone 
that we align. On a personal level, I realize that allowing myself to identify as part 
of a group is helping me to not fixate on the trauma of the past. I’m not obsessed 
with revenge or truth, right at that moment. Then somebody smacks me in the face 
with my lunch tray and I get sent back to solitary and I start to think again. And I 
think, they must have had more help than that, too. 

Who did the coding? Who designed the hardware for the machine? 
Who figured out the bio-mechanical brain interface thingamajigs like the Yellow 


Room? It wasn’t just like watching a movie, either. It was like a “choose-your-own- 
adventure’ story. They must have programmed some sort of AI to predict the many 
choices I could have made and plan events in the story around them. So, for that 
kind of work, you’d need a...oh, a psychologist! 

Say, you used to work at TBNL, too, didn’t you, Doctor? Well, 
according to these records KIP dredged up for me, you did. You didn’t see any 
psychologists wandering around the hallways, did you? Oh, feel free to take your 
time thinking up an answer. I knocked out the guard who brought me here. He’s 
sleeping in the corrections department van. Oh yeah, and that door is barricaded. I 
bribed your receptionist. You know, you don’t pay her very well. 

Phone? Yeah, good choice. Except I put the battery in your fish tank 
over there while I was pacing. Yeah, I cut your landline, too. Hey, you know what? 
This talking thing really is helping! Therapy works. Wish I didn’t have to rush 
through this last part. I can see the police cruiser lights out the window, though, so 
I have to hurry. Guess my guard didn’t do his radio check-in. Here we go, just 
through here, Doctor. I know, cool, right? I figured out how you make the doors 
appear at will. Thanks for the keys, by the way. These are going to be useful. 


So Sorry 


It had been two months since my escape. I got a job and an apartment in 
Bencerville, which is a few towns north of Toad’s Butt. My ID claimed I was “Tori 
Goldman”. I bagged groceries all day and stayed inside every night. I felt worse 
and slept less with every passing day. 

I had the day off, a Monday, and I had a thoroughly solidified plan 
to lay on my floor and stare at the ceiling all day. I got a head start on this the night 
before and discovered a couple of yellow plastic stars stuck in the corner of the 
living room’s cracked plaster canopy. Thrilling stuff. I stirred awake to notice a 
familiar pressureon my sinuses. My phone rang. The phone was decoupled from 
KIP now, in an attempt to maintain a reputation for normalcy in my new job. 

My ringtone screamed a snippet of a Tortured Blood song. I was 
really starting to appreciate the louder, more aggressive end of the music spectrum. 

“Hello?” I rasped. 

“V? It’s Squelch. Hey, we need to talk.” 

“Oh yeah? I thought we ‘shouldn’t be associating’. Isn’t that what 
you said?” 

“Peter’s missing, Victory.” 

“What happened?” 

“T don’t know, he was—we, he hurt one...” Squelch’s voice cracked 
painfully. It sounded like he was crying, and a piece of my chest ached for him 
right away. 

“Calm down, deep breath. I can’t understand you.” 

Squelch sniffed. “V, I don’t know what to do or what to believe. I 
thought you went crazy. But now Peter’s gone because he stood up to Them, and I 
just saw one. It’s in our house! It’s hiding in here, waiting to catch me by surprise. 
You’ ve got to tell me how to kill this thing.” 

“Hold up. What’s in your house?” I straightened up and wiped my 
sleeve across my nose. I trembled. My forearm was filthy, with thick green slime. 
Whatever had just come out of my face looked like a luminescent loogie, dripping 
slowly towards the blanket. 

“A Brain Flea! Those things you tried to tell me about. Look, ’m 
sorry, V! I didn’t believe you. I didn’t want to be involved. They all said you were 
crazy, you had a breakdown. I believe you now. I saw it. Peter figured something 
out. He built this machine that looks like a big pump. He set it off, and They came 


to make him shut it down. But it made the Fleas visible. We were out in the woods. 
There was this bright flash. V, there were so many of them. They were everywhere. 
Like, I thought kudzu surrounded us. It wasn’t kudzu. It was those things. Exactly 
like you said, green goo, ping-pong eyes, shifty as Thom Mento. Those Fleas have 
taken over the town. And I guess the machine wasn’t perfect, because I can’t even 
see them all the time. They go in and out, like a mirage or something. I know ’m 
not hallucinating, though. Those things were crawling inside my parents! I can’t 
stay here anymore. I’ve got to do something. So, I’m calling. I’m calling to beg. 
Please, V. Help me out.” 

“Yeah, um...yeah. Ok. Where?” 

“The Four Leaf Motel on Greenward Street.” 

“ll be there within an hour.” 

“Thank you.” 

I hung up. I told KIP to bring up driving directions for the Four Leaf 
in Toad’s Butt. KIP chirped to life, displaying the winding red route on my eyelids’ 
map. I tried to shake myself awake, feeling lethargic and fuzzy. For the first time in 
my life, shaking my head actually cleared my thought processes. I gained sudden 
clarity and processed several things at once. My head made a splashing sound. 
KIP’s map wiggled and distorted, becoming a smeared neon honeycomb and 
twitched. A screech of feedback stabbed at my brain. More glowing goop drained 
from my nostrils in a deluge. The world flickered into white light and I was driving. 
My hands clenched tightly to the steering wheel. I had my foot all the way down on 
the accelerator pedal. I was in the oncoming lane, flying through a darkened dawn. 
Headlights glared and horns blared. I screamed. The world went white and 
wrenched sickeningly downward. I blinked, and I was lying on wet grass, looking 
up at a starry sky. An awful stench of rotting diapers was filling the air around me. 
My skull sloshed dangerously with a dizzying wavy sensation. 

Squelch leaned over me. He looked worried. “V? You okay?” 

“No, I need your help, Squelch. ’ve got Stink Brain Brain Drain. 
Drain. Brain.” I shook my head involuntarily. The world went white. 

I buzzed back into consciousness on the floor of a motel bathroom. I 
was facing the toilet. The toilet flushed. A long green string of ropy slime was 
feeding into the hole at the bottom of the bowl. The string of gunk unraveled like 
an anchor chain. The force of the flush pulled at my head, bringing me closer to the 
water. I swung back my head. PLOP! The string’s end slurped out of my nose to 
vanish down into the sewer. I shook my head and felt no sloshing this time. My 
skull seemed to be full of helium. Fuzziness locked into frightening focus. I still 
had sizeable gaps in the events of the last couple of hours, but I pieced it all 
together. Squelch was shaking me by the shoulders, trying to talk to me. “V, are 
you ok? Did it work?” 

“Yeah, I’m good, I’m good now. Thank you.” I leaned back against 


the tiled wall and sighed. “I lost some time, like that slime stuff was attacking my 
memories. I don’t know how I made it to you.” 

“Boom. You were in terrible shape. You wrecked your car into the 
light pole out front.” 

“Ahh, man. No!” 

“V, forget the car. We definitely have bigger problems here. What 
was that stuff in your head? Are you infected?” 

“No, I don’t think so. ’'ve got a chip in my brain, Squelch, I never 
told you. My father used me as a guinea pig. All that stuff you were always so 
impressed by? Just a regular old brain phone. It’s not working right now. I think I 
picked up a Brain Flea somewhere, and the chip shocked it to death as soon as it 
crawled into my ear. It must have been rotting in there for a while.” 

“Boom. It smells foul in here right now, bud. Was the Flea sneaking 
around your house, too?” 

“Not that I know of. My memories are all scrambled right now. I 
thought I was doing well as Tori Goldman, an average girl. The bug was 
decomposing in my head and I didn’t notice it. I must have picked it up in the 
Triassic Era. I remember everything before that trip.” 

“Did you just tell me you went to dinosaur times? Is there some 
slime left in there?” Squelch cocked his head and squinted like he could see up my 
nose into my brain. 

“No, no. I’m good now, I’m me. I really did do the dinosaur thing, 
but I wasn’t there long, just to drop somebody off.” 

“You went back in time and left somebody there? On purpose?” He 
looked horrified. 

“She was evil, Squelch. She helped make all of this scary nonsense 
happen and tried to convince me I was crazy. I’m not crazy. They have to be 
stopped.” 

“You're right, I know. It’s Them that are crazy. Do you think we 
can get Peter back?” 

“T don’t know. I’m gonna need a cup of coffee before you fill me in, 
ok?” “Ok, I got you.” 


oh 8 ok 


Squelch moved my car away from the light pole that I had 
apparently elected to collide with in lieu of using the brakes. I drank coffee from a 
green Dollywood mug. I was standing at the window of room 225B and watching 


my old friend park my scrunched vehicle, backlit by a rosy sunrise. I realized then 
how much I missed him. I had been so happy to get out of Toad’s Butt that when 
Squelch stopped talking to me, I flatly refused to be upset by it. Watching him coax 
the lurching wreck into the motel lot somehow made me elated and crushed all at 
once. It was as though all the emotions of our friend breakup had waited until now 
to hit me. I was so grateful and angry with Squelch that when he came back in, I 
had worked myself up too much to be polite. I didn’t say thank you. I was 
distracted trying to solve a world-sized jigsaw puzzle with only a handful of pieces. 

“How did you come up with the toilet removal thing?” I asked as 
Squelch closed the door. 

“What do you mean? That’s what you told me to do. You gave 
detailed instructions.” 

“I don’t remember that at all. I can’t believe I would have thought of 
that on my own, and it worked so well. There has to be some reason I’d describe 
that procedure so exactly. Like, is there something in my subconscious that knows 
the answers I’ve been looking for?” 

“Tt didn’t really sound like you when you said it. It was your voice, 
but not you, you know?” 

“Cadence.” 

“What?” 

“My cadence. The rhythm of my speech. It was different than 
usual?” 

“Yeah, cadence! The cadence was wrong.” 

“Tt’s a three-pound chunk of fat. How is it possible that I’m still 
finding out about new things hidden in my brain at this point? I really don’t like 
when my mind keeps secrets from me.” I whined for a while. Squelch listened. I 
told him about jail, and about abandoning my court-ordered therapist somewhere in 
Canada, sometime around 235 million years ago. I told him about the Bencerville 
TasteTown customers and my new boss, who was already looking for any reason to 
fire me. Then I remembered I was supposed to be there to help him, not dump all 
my issues in his lap. 

“No, it’s fine. Seriously,” Squelch claimed, “I wanted you to tell me. 
You know, talking really works. It can help you feel better if you let it...Sounds 
like you got a stupid, unhelpful therapist. They’re not all like that. ?ve been going 
to one since you got arrested. She’s great. She made me realize I hadn’t been fair to 
you or myself. I had to tell her the story, so I could really tell it all to myself.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I think I know what you mean.” 

“Well, as good as talking is, I think we should go see Peter’s 
machine. It’s just a short walk. It’ll be easier than trying to explain it all.” 

“Makes sense. I’m still a fugitive, by the way. I would rather not be 
around if the cops show up to check out the lopsided pole.” 


“Good thinking, as always, V!” 

Squelch had big flashlights for us to trudge through the woods with. 
The threatening drone of the forest clamped down on my eardrums. We hopped a 
small creek and crouched through a gap in the brush. We walked a few minutes on 
the rough path Squelch had pointed out. I stopped in my tracks and switched off my 
light. Waiting for my eyes to adjust, I peered and wandered off the path. 

“Where are you going?” Squelch called. “Peter’s thing is over this 
way.” “Shh! Shut that light off.” I told him, “Follow me, come on.” Squelch 
obeyed, and we stomped over to a chainlink fence. When we got close to the fence, 
we saw down into the culvert. Glowing green slime gushed out of a drainage pipe, 
filling the swamp below. Five Brain Fleas were hopping around in the shining 
mess. Squelch groaned and backed away. I stared a moment longer. I thought I saw 
the fleas shimmer, momentarily becoming wavy and translucent. Squelch went to 
the machine. And I followed. Squelch explained Peter found the blueprint for the 
machine online, some kind of sketchy forum post that seemed like a spectacularly 
dreadful idea. 

He built it from parts that were mostly scavenged from dumpsters. 
Squelch had helped him carry it out here to test it. They tied a string to a lever on 
the side of the thing. Squelch and Peter crammed near each other, hiding behind a 
tree. 

Peter tugged on the string. Squelch screamed. There had been a 
softly curling vine blowing in the breeze near Squelch’s forehead. A bright flash 
and blink later, the vine was the hairy, jointed leg of a giant green spider. While 
running away from the crowd of Brain Fleas that materialized around them, 
Squelch tripped on a root. He tumbled to the ground and landed on his back. A 
large Brain Flea hopped onto Squelch’s chest. Peter knocked the thing’s eyeballs 
loose with a well-placed kick to its squishy thorax. The boys ran for dear life. 

They got to the edge of the woods and found out they were not 
alone. A convoy of unmarked, deep-tinted green SUVs lined the edge of the 
clearing. Each SUV had an armed man leaning against it, and each man wore a pair 
of sunglasses. The over-bright streetlights blazed off their lenses and windshields. 
Squelch said Peter shoved him, then. Squelch rolled down a hill and thumped into a 
pile of leaves. He laid there, listening to Peter shouting at the SUV dudes while 
running off. Wheels threw gravel as the SUVs peeled out into the night. Pete 
sacrificed himself, and Squelch had to stay put, wallowing in a pile of tree trash. 
The panicky weep crept back into Squelch’s voice as he finished his story. 

Dawn had broken enough to illuminate the shady spot where Peter’s 
machine waited. It was a big wooden box. A thick plastic pipe protruded from the 
top of the thing, ending in a hollow mouth. A small red indicator light flashed 
slowly, next to a seriouslooking breaker switch. I found a clip that allowed me to 
remove the side panel of the device. 


“Modulated cascade frequency,” I muttered. “That makes sense. 
Reality Un-augmenter. That’s so clever. Why didn’t I think of that?” Before I 
finished saying it, I realized the answer. I had placed KIP in dormant mode for far 
too long. I had been shutting off my brain and hiding from the world. It was time to 
re-emerge. 
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